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From the Lion to the Snake,  
from the Wolf to the Bear

Rescue and Punishment in Classical Fables  
and Rabbinic Meshalim

Lieve Teugels

A man had committed a murder and was being pursued by the victim’s relatives. He 
reached the river Nile and when he found a lion there, he was afraid and climbed 
up a tree; in the tree, he saw a snake and was practically scared to death, so he threw 
himself into the river, where a crocodile devoured him. The story is for people who 
commit murders: neither earth nor air nor water nor any other place will be able to 
protect them.
Fable by Aesop (sixth century BCE), transmitted by Babrius ( first century CE)

(This can be compared) to someone who was walking on the road and he encountered 
a wolf and he was rescued from it, and he would recount what happened to him with 
the wolf. He encountered a lion and he was rescued from it. He forgot the affair with 
the wolf and he would recount what happened to him with the lion. He encountered 
a snake and was rescued from it. He forgot the affair of both the former and he went 
on and told the affair of the snake. So also do later troubles cause the former ones to 
be forgotten.
Parable from Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael (third century CE)

The two above stories circulated in the Graeco-Roman world. The first originat-
ed in a pagan context, but was further transmitted and adapted in Christian ver-
sions. The second is preserved in Jewish texts. I listed them in the order of their 
transmission but their origin is veiled in mystery, as is common in traditional 
folktales. The make-up and motifs of the tales are remarkably similar. The first 
text is known as “the fable of the Murderer.” The second is called a parable, 
in Hebrew a mashal. Both have been transmitted with an application: in the 
fable this is called an epimythium, and in the parable a nimshal. In this article, 
I will focus on this and other rabbinic meshalim that display a pattern and motifs 
similar to the fable of the Murderer. My purpose is not to retrieve Urtexts or 
to establish dependencies or influences. Rather, the adventures of these stories 
are examples of the interplay between common cultural heritage and separate 
identities in the ancient world. Moreover, they demonstrate the creative genius 
of the tellers who reused these tales in ever new ways, to let their audiences dis-
cover ever new messages.
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218 Lieve Teugels

A. Fable, Parable and Mashal:  
Confusion of Tongues or Creative Blend of Cultures?

The term fable is usually associated with a classical Greek or Latin type of story. 
Famous are the fables of Aesop, that are, among others, transmitted by Babrius 
and Phaedrus. The characters in many of these fables are thinking and talking 
animals, even though humans can serve as their main characters too, as is the 
case in the fable of the Murderer that will be studied in this article. In the context 
of this volume I see no need to introduce the fable genre or the Aesopian fable 
tradition.1

The rabbinic mashal, however, may need some introduction. In Hebrew, ma-
shal means parable and fable, as well as various other sorts of tales, riddles2 and 
sayings, such as the Old Testament proverbs – Mishlei is the title of the book 
of Proverbs in Hebrew.3 Certain studies written in modern Hebrew still do 
not make a distinction between the two.4 This is especially the case in folklore 
studies, where the content, rather than the form, is the focus of attention.5 A fable 
denotes in this case a fantastic, exemplary story, in which often animals are found 
as actors, as in classical fables.6 In certain cases, such a fable is, however, found 
in the form of a parable (also mashal), as I will define that term in the following.

1 A good and concise introduction can be found in N. Holzberg, The Ancient Fable: An 
Introduction (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002).

2 About riddles and their relation to parables and other similar genres, see G. Hasan-Rokem 
and D. Shulman, Untying the Knot: On Riddles and Other Enigmatic Modes (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), 99.

3 On the various meanings of mashal (parable, fable, proverb) in Hebrew and its parallels 
in other Semitic languages, see H. Schwarzbaum, “Mishle esopos umishle hazal [The Parables 
of Aesop and the Parables of the Sages],” Maḥanayim 112 (1967): 112–117. A translation of this 
study appeared online at Wholestones.org: https://wholestones.org/blog/translations/aesops-
fables-and-the-parables-of-the-sages/. In the following I will refer to the page numbers of the 
translation. Schwarzbaum demonstrates, on the basis of Sumerian proverbs, that the various 
classifications of mashal “constituted a single genre without differentiation.” He argues that all 
proverbs are in fact short versions of anecdotal stories. See also further, note 40.

4 See, e. g. S. Back, “Die Fabel in Talmud und Midrasch,” MGWJ 24 (1875): 540–555; 
MGWJ 25 (1876): 267–275; MGWJ 29 (1880): 102–114; MGWJ 30 (1881): 124–130; MGWJ 
33 (1884): 255–267; A. Zinger, “Iyun bemishlei shualim besifrut haza’l,” MYBY 4 (1987): 79–91. 
Zinger treats three rabbinic “meshalim,” among which is the mashal about the fox and the 
fishes by Rabbi Akiva that is quoted further in this study, but discusses only matters of content 
and typology, not the fact that this fable is actually integrated in a parable. See also A. Zinger, 
“Animals in Rabbinic Teaching: The Fable” (PhD diss., Jewish Theological Seminary of Ameri-
ca, 1979).

5 See e. g. D. Noy, Hamashal besifrut ha-aggadah: Tipusim umotivim (Jerusalem: Hebrew 
University, 1960), who deals mostly with fables; H. Schwarzbaum, The mishle shuʿalim (Fox 
Fables) of Rabbi Berechiah ha-Nakdan: A Study in Comparative Folklore and Fable Lore (Kiron: 
Institute for Jewish and Arab Folklore Research, 1979), and his other studies on rabbinic fox 
fables.

6 A similar distinction is made by M. Caspi and J. T. Greene, Parables and Fables as Dis-
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In more recent rabbinical studies, mashal is treated as a technical term to 
denote a textual form that is often found in the context of midrash, i. e. rabbinic 
biblical interpretation.7 I  have called such rabbinic parables midrashic me-
shalim.8 In the study of midrashic meshalim, the form of the mashal is a defining 
factor. Typically, a rabbinic mashal has two recognizable parts: mashal proper 
and nimshal (application), which forges the connection to the biblical text that 
is being discussed. These two parts are typically introduced with stereotypical 
formulas, such as “to what is the matter similar” for the mashal, and “so also” for 
the nimshal. Thus, the rabbinic parable or mashal is defined by its form, rather 
than its contents. Even though many meshalim have (stereo)typical characters, 
such as the king, his son, or his slave, the occurrence of these characters is not a 
requirement for a text to be called a mashal. The subjects or actors in midrashic 
meshalim can also be other humans, animals, or even things.

I rely on it that the readers of this volume are familiar with the parables by 
Jesus as transmitted in the New Testament and apocryphal gospels. The dis-
tinctions within the New Testament parables (similes, comparisons, parables, 
exemplary tales, etc.), such as made by Adolf Jülicher and other, mostly Ger-
manophone, pioneers of New Testament parable research, will not be addressed 
here, as they are not relevant for this study.9 But the distinction made by many 
New Testament scholars between parables and fables deserves attention.

tinctive Jewish Literary Genres: The Origins and Structure of Indirect Speech about God (Lewis-
ton: Edwin Mellen Press, 2011), 24.

7 E. g. A. Goldberg, “Das schriftauslegende Gleichnis im Midrasch,” FJB 9 (1981): 1–90; 
D. Stern, “David Stern Responds,” Prooftexts 5 (1985): 276–280; D. Boyarin, “An Exchange on 
the Mashal: Rhetoric and Interpretation – The Case of Nimshal,” Prooftexts 5 (1985): 269–276; 
D. Boyarin, Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1990); D. Stern, Parables in Midrash: Narrative and Exegesis in Rabbinic Literature (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991); Y. Fraenkel, “Hamashal,” in Darkhe ha-aggadah 
vehamidrash (Givatayim: Yad latalmud, 1991), 323–393; D. Boyarin, “Midrash in Parables,” 
AJSR 20 (1995): 123–138.

8 L. M. Teugels, “The Contradictory Philosophical Lessons of the Parable of the Lame and 
the Blind Guards in Various Rabbinic Midrashim,” in From Creation to Redemption: Progressive 
Approaches to Midrash: Proceedings of the 2015 and 2016 SBL Sessions on Midrash, ed. R. Ulmer 
and W. D. Nelson (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2017), 153–171; L. M. Teugels, “Between 
Hermeneutic and Rhetoric: The Parable of the Slave Who Buys a Rotten Fish in Exegetical 
and Homiletical Midrashim,” in Hebrew Texts in Jewish, Christian and Muslim Surroundings, 
ed. E. Staalduine and K. Spronk, SSN 69 (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 50–64; L. M. Teugels, “Talking 
Animals in Parables: A  contradictio in terminis?,” in Parables in Changing Contexts: Essays 
on the Study of Parables in Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and Buddhism, ed. E. Ottenheijm 
and M. Poorthuis, JCP 35 (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 129–148; L. M. Teugels, The Meshalim in the 
Mekhiltot: An Annotated Edition and Translation of the Parables in Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael 
and Mekhilta de Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, TSAJ 176 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 7–9.

9 See, among others, A. Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu, 2nd ed., 2 vols. (Darmstadt: Wis-
senschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1963); J. Jeremias, Die Gleichnisse Jesu, 6th ed. (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962); P. Fiebig, Altjüdische Gleichnisse und die Gleichnisse Jesu 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1904); P. Fiebig, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu im Lichte der rabbinischen 
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220 Lieve Teugels

In New Testament studies, often a sharp divide is made between fables, which 
are typified as unrealistic tales featuring animals, and parables, which are re-
alistic and usually deal with human activity.10 The reason for this sharp divide 
may be simple: in the New Testament no parables are found that feature talking 
animals. It is, however, not unlikely that Jesus has told parables in which animals 
act like humans. Indeed, in rabbinic literature, teachers that are more or less 
contemporary, and even earlier than Jesus, are quoted telling such animal tales. 
It is related of Bar Kappara (2nd–3rd century CE) that he told three hundred 
fox fables at every course of one dinner party. Unfortunately, these fables are not 
quoted in the source where this tradition is related, and probably this is more of 
a “topos” than a historical report.11 Nevertheless, the account indicates that the 
telling of fables was associated with famous teachers. A well-known example of 
a fable, told by a famous rabbi, is the mashal of the fish and the fox, attributed to 
Rabbi Akiva (2nd century CE) according to the Babylonian Talmud:12

R. Akiva says: (You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart) and with all your 
soul (and with all your might) (Deut 6:5): even if He takes away your soul. Our Rabbis 
taught: Once the wicked Government issued a decree forbidding the Jews to study 
and practice the Torah. Pappus b. Judah came and found R. Akiva publicly bringing 
gatherings together and occupying himself with the Torah. He said to him: Akiva, are 
you not afraid of the Government? He replied: I will explain it to you with a parable. 
A fox was once walking alongside a river, and he saw fishes going in swarms from one 
place to another. He said to them: “From what are you fleeing?” They replied: “From 
the nets cast for us by men.” He said to them: “Would you like to come up on to the dry 
land so that you and I can live together in the way that my ancestors lived with your 
ancestors?” They replied: “Are you the one that they call the cleverest of animals? You 
are not clever but foolish. If we are afraid in the element in which we live, how much 
more in the element in which we would die!” So it is with us. If such is our condition 
when we sit and study the Torah, of which it is written: For thereby you shall have life 
and shall long endure (Deut 30:20), if we go and neglect it how much worse off we shall 
be!13 (b. Ber. 54a)

Gleichnisse des neutestamentlichen Zeitalters: Ein Beitrag zum Streit um die “Christusmythe” und 
eine Widerlegung der Gleichnistheorie Jülicher (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1912). More recently, 
see R. Zimmermann, “Parabeln – sonst nichts! Gattungsbestimmung jenseits der Klassifikation 
in ‘Bildwort’, ‘Gleichnis’, ‘Parabel’ und ‘Beispielerzählung’,” in Hermeneutik der Gleichnisse Jesu: 
Methodische Neuansätze zum Verstehen urchristlicher Parabeltexte, ed. R. Zimmermann and 
G. Kern, WUNT 231 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 383–419.

10 M. Boucher, The Mysterious Parable: A Literary Study (Washington: Catholic Biblical 
Association of America, 1977), 25; Zimmermann, “Parabeln – sonst nichts!,” 414.

11 The source is Lev. Rab. 28:2. Cf. Stern, Parables in Midrash, 4–5. In Gen. Rab. 78:7 it is 
even used in a fable where a fox is said to have known 300 fox fables!

12 See my discussion of this parable and other animal meshalim in Teugels, “Talking 
Animals in Parables,” 129–148.

13 Translation I. Epstein, The Babylonian Talmud (London: Soncino Press, 1978). I  re-
placed the biblical citations with the JPS translation, and changed the transcription of the name 
Akiba into Akiva in line with the practice in this study.
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In his 1977 dissertation about tannaitic parables, Robert Johnston called a 
rabbinic parable that features animals acting like humans, such as the above one, 
a “fable-mashal.”14 Rabbi Akiva’s fable-parable, just like other similar rabbinic 
parables about animals, is not different in form from rabbinic parables that have 
human subjects. This is not to say that the genre of the (fox-)fable was of no in-
fluence in the construction of such meshalim; rather their content and function 
have been molded into the form of a mashal, acquiring the function of a mashal 
and hence they need not be treated in a different way than other meshalim. Apart 
from a mashal proper, a nimshal is present, and there is a clear connection to a 
biblical text, namely Deut 6:4–9 (first part of the Shema prayer). Rabbi Akiva’s 
parable is an eminent example of the creative genius of the rabbinic sages, who 
twisted classical content (fox-fables) into a new content (the fish outsmarted the 
fox), used it in a new context (midrash, i. e. explicit interpretation of a biblical 
text) and presented it in the typical two-part form of the rabbinic midrashic ma-
shal.15 In tannaitic midrash, meshalim in which animals act as humans, are not 
common, but some examples are attested, such as the parable of two dogs who 
make peace to fight a wolf, in Sifre Num. 157.16

Returning to Jesus, even though no parables about talking animals are attrib-
uted to him, it is not unthinkable that he would have told some. If such a parable, 
told by Jesus, would have survived, the sharp distinction between parables and 
fables, made by many New Testament scholars, may not have occurred.17 Not 
all New Testament scholars agree with the sharp distinction between parable 
and fable. Jülicher, the father of New Testament parable research, who was very 
keen to make clear distinctions between various kinds of parables and likeness-
es, equated the parable in the strict sense (Gleichnis) with Aristotle’s logos or 
Quintilian’s fabula or fabella.18 David Flusser emphasized the influence of Grae-
co-Roman genres, among which the Aesopian fables, on rabbinic parables and 
on the parables of Jesus.19 In his recent monograph, Justin David Strong, who 

14 R. M. Johnston, “Parabolic Interpretations Attributed to Tannaim” (PhD diss., Hartford 
Seminary, 1977), 177. I followed Johnston in this, see Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 28.

15 See for an analysis of this mashal in relation to Aesopian fables E. Yassif, “Storytelling 
and Meaning: Theory and Practice of Narrative Variants in Religious Texts,” in Religious Stories 
in Transformation: Conflict, Revision and Reception, ed. A. Houtman, T. Kadari, M. Poorthuis, 
and V. Tohar, JCP 31 (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 2–20.

16 See Teugels, “Talking Animals in Parables,” 129–148. This mashal is also found in 
b. Sanh. 105a.

17 This is implied, cynically, in an inaugural lecture by D. Daube, Ancient Hebrew Fables 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973), 7: “If it were the other way around, we should never 
hear the end of it: Jesus’s Naturnähe, nearness to nature, in contrast with rabbinic aridity. As it 
is this way around, the fact has escaped notice.”

18 The reference is to Aristotle’s Ῥητορική (Ars rhetorica) and Quintilian’s Institutio ora-
toria. An overview of these equivalents and the classical and modern terminology is found in 
Boucher, Mysterious Parable, 3–4, and the appendix, 86–89.

19 D. Flusser, Die rabbinischen Gleichnisse und der Gleichniserzähler Jesus, vol. 1, Das Wesen 
der Gleichnisse, JudChr 4 (Bern: Lang, 1981), 52, 153–154.
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222 Lieve Teugels

also contributed to this volume, prefers to use only one term, namely “fable.” 
He describes the renaissance of the fable genre in the first century and explains 
how especially Luke presents Jesus as a fable-teller.20 Even though there are good 
arguments for his point, I decided, for the sake of clarity and brevity, to stick 
with the name mashal to talk about the rabbinic parable in comparison with the 
classical fable.

Apart from the fact that no parables about talking animals by Jesus are known, 
there may be another issue that has led to the sharp divide between parable 
and fable in many studies of Jesus’s parables. Fables are usually associated with 
animals, and therefore it is often overlooked that there are classical fables that 
do not feature talking animals, but humans. Mary Ann Beavis has demonstrated 
that certain classical fables are quite similar to the New Testament parables. She 
specifically refers to classical fables that depict human activities, rather than 
animals.21

In this study I will discuss a fable featuring a human hero, as well as some 
rabbinic meshalim that are similar in content, pattern and message to this 
classical fable. The common pattern is simple: a character encounters an ob-
stacle, often an animal, overcomes it, and ends up with the next obstacle. Some-
times this pattern is repeated.22 In the classical fable, the outcome is negative, 
but in the rabbinic meshalim not necessarily, as we will see. These meshalim 
not only display a similar narrative pattern as the classical fable, but also share 
the same combination of realism and extravagance. Moreover, as we shall 
argue, both fables and meshalim are not specifically religious stories that are 
used to elucidate religious or moral situations or texts. Despite the similarities, 
the rabbinic parables, even those that share the said pattern with the Aesopian 
fable, display a remarkable creativity when incorporating elements from the 
fable genre. Flusser calls this process “pseudomorphosis … an example of the 
adaptation of foreign impulses, that have introduced, in an internal process of 
growth, an extraordinary literary genre.”23

20 J. D. Strong, The Fables of Jesus in the Gospel of Luke: A New Foundation for the Study of 
Parables, SCCB 5 (Paderborn: Brill | Schöningh, 2021).

21 M. A. Beavis, “Parable and Fable,” CBQ 52 (1990): 480.
22 Mary-Ann Beavis (“Parable and Fable,” 480) compares these fables with the parables in 

the Synoptic Gospels. Whereas, indeed, these fables are comparable to certain Synoptic parables 
in that they “are brief, invented narratives about incidents which shed light on certain aspects 
of human experience and behavior” and have “religious and ethical themes,” the similarity with 
the rabbinical parables to be discussed in this article is even larger.

23 Flusser, Die rabbinischen Gleichnisse, 158.
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B. The Fable of the Murderer

This is the version of the fable of the Murderer published as no. 45 by Émile 
Chambry and translated by Laura Gibbs.24

A man had committed a murder and was being pursued by the victim’s relatives. He 
reached the river Nile and when he found a lion there, he was afraid and climbed up a 
tree; in the tree, he saw a snake and was practically scared to death, so he threw himself 
into the river, where a crocodile devoured him. The story is for people who commit 
murders: neither earth nor air nor water nor any other place will be able to protect them. 
(Gibbs 168; Chambry 45; Perry 32)

Despite the fact that animals occur in this fable, the main character is “a man” 
who has killed someone. Again, the criterion, used by some scholars of the 
New Testament, that fables deal with anthropomorphic animals and parables 
deal with humans, clearly does not hold. Indeed, the main characters of many 
Aesopian fables, including the present one, are humans rather than animals. The 
murderer is fleeing from the revengeful victim’s kinsmen. When trying to do so, 
he is attacked by several animals, and eventually he gets his “due” punishment 
not from the kinsmen, but from a crocodile.

An interesting detail is that the Aesopian fable has been transmitted in two 
variants: one in which the fugitive murderer encounters a lion, and another 
where he meets a wolf. As we will see, in one of our meshalim, there are also 
variants that exchange a wolf for a lion. Other variants of the fable hold that the 
murderer is pursued by “his father” rather than simply his relatives; and that 
the Nile is replaced by a “lake.” In yet another version, the element of murder is 
altogether absent.25

The message of the fable in all its versions is clear: one cannot escape pun-
ishment; eventually your crime catches up with you. In the quoted version, this 
message is explicitly adduced in a so-called epimythium, which I rendered, as 
does Gibbs, in italics.26 This epimythium, as does the fable itself, betrays a stoic 
background (so Rodríguez Adrados): a human cannot escape his fate. It would 
be over-hasty and uncritical to read an explicitly religious application into the 

24 Translation from L. Gibbs, Aesop’s Fables: A  New Translation (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2002), 87. See also http://mythfolklore.net/aesopica/perry/32.htm. Text from 
É. Chambry, Ésope fables: Texte établi et traduit, 2nd ed. (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1927), 23. 
See also: http://mythfolklore.net/aesopica/chambry/45.htm.

25 The version with the wolf is listed in the appendix of B. E. Perry, Phaedrus and Babrius: 
Fables, LCL (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965), as no. 32. F. Rodríguez Adra-
dos, History of the Graeco-Latin Fable, vol. 3, Inventory and Documentation of the Graeco-Latin 
Fable, MnemSup 236 (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 46–47, describes the various variants of this fable, 
studies the metre, and tries to reconstruct the oldest version. In one version, the lion is said, by 
Rodríguez Adrados, to stand for Alexander the Great.

26 On the phenomenon of the epimythium, see Gibbs, Aesop’s Fables, xii–xiv.
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Aesopian fable.27 But this fable is known in various other traditions, including 
Christian ones, with multiple variants. These are worth looking at, because they 
betray a monotheistic perspective similar to the rabbinic examples that we will 
study in this article.

The fable of the Murderer had a remarkably popular appeal throughout an-
tiquity, even for educational purposes. This is obvious by the many attestations of 
variants of this same fable in late antique Christian papyri, dating from the fifth 
to the seventh century CE, that were used as school writing exercises.28 This is a 
version of the tale, from an Egyptian papyrus, as translated by Raffaella Cribiore:

A son who killed his own father, fearing the law, took refuge in a desolate place, but 
when he reached the mountains, he was pursued by a lion. Since the lion chased him, 
he mounted a tree. But he saw a serpent lying on it and, unable to climb further, he was 
killed. The evil man never escapes from God, for the divine leads evil people to justice.29

The differences with the Aesopian fable are subtle but obvious. Lerer points to 
the subtle changes in the fable that turn it into a Christian moral-religious tale. 
First, this is a case of patricide. In the Bible “it is always fathers who test their 
sons.” More specifically, for Christian children, the automatic reference would be 
to God the father, “who makes true believers of children.” Second, the son “fears 
the law” rather than the relatives of the victim, which would, incidentally, be his 
own relatives. Third, the murderer takes refuge in a “desolate place.” The reader 
is advised to make a mental note of this detail as this is a relevant parallel to the 
mashal of the slave who flees to a graveyard that we will discuss momentarily. 
Lerer sees the desolate place as “a place not simply geographical but moral. Des-
olation is the spiritual condition of the killer, and the lion in pursuit now stands 
for something far more allegorically significant that the beast of Aesop’s fable.”30 
Fourth, the crocodile and the Nile are missing. According to Cribiore, this was 
done to eliminate any Egyptian feel from the exercises, even in Egypt, and make 
them more “Greek” for the students. Nevertheless, the Egyptian content is what 
might have originally attracted the teachers according to Cribiore. Fifth, the 
serpent and the tree receive an undeniably biblical connotation. It is hard to 
miss the allusion to the biblical creation story, especially when read through the 
Christian lens of the original sin that caused human death. With the crocodile 
and the river missing, the focus is now on lion, serpent and tree. Again, these 

27 In his translation of this fable, Chambry does enter a religious note where this is not 
explicitly found in his Greek original: “La fable montre qu’aucun élément, ni la terre, ni l’air, ni 
l’eau, n’offre de sûreté aux criminels poursuivis par les dieux.” See Chambry, Ésope fables, 23.

28 Cf. texts 230–232, 314, 323, 409 and 412 in the appendix of R. Cribiore, Writing, Teachers, 
and Students in Graeco-Roman Egypt, ASP 36 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996). See the discus-
sion of these variants by S. Lerer, Children’s Literature: A Reader’s History, From Aesop to Harry 
Potter (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 39–40.

29 R. Cribiore, Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 180.

30 The quotes are from Lerer, Children’s Literature, 39.
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elements get allegorical connotations. Finally, also this fable is transmitted with 
an epimythium, this time with a clearly monotheistic religious message: the evil 
man never escapes from God who brings people to justice.31

The fable of the Murderer thus received an obvious Christian packaging by 
means of subtle changes that modify the content and purpose of the tale signifi-
cantly. There are no Jewish stories from antiquity that can be considered as actual 
variants of this fable in the same way as is the case with these Christian versions. 
What we will look at are, rather, Jewish parables that display similar patterns 
and motives but that do not seem to be dependent on the fable of the Murderer 
in the same way as the Christian variant is. Nevertheless, these rabbinic fables 
may be considered Jewish versions of the fable genre,32 and as such they attest 
to the creative application of this genre, including some common motives such 
as the appearance of specific animals, and the moral lesson. Indeed, just like the 
classical fables, including their Christian variants, the rabbinic parables as a rule 
contain an “epimythium,” better known as nimshal.

C. Rabbinic Meshalim and Fables: Similarities and Differences

Before delving into the rabbinic parables that are comparable with the fable 
about the Murderer, I want to outline some similarities and differences between 
rabbinic meshalim and Aesopian fables in general, that we need to keep in mind 
when comparing texts from these two corpora.

I. Similarity: Complex Tradition Histories

The adventures of this Aesopian fable show that a tale can go a long way in being 
re-interpreted and re-used for various purposes, in various contexts, to make 
ever-new points. In the case of the Aesopian fables, it is impossible to speak of an 
Urtext, as Aesop himself is a figure veiled in mystery. His stories have been passed 
down orally for at least three centuries before they were written down, and have 
then been transmitted in various versions, none of which can make reasonable 
claims to be the “original” one. As we have seen, the fables also obtained a Chris-
tian Wirkungsgeschichte. A similar case can be made for rabbinic literature, which 
is traditionally considered part of the “oral Torah.” The entire makeup of rabbinic 
texts breathes oral transmission. Midrashim, in which most of the parables are 
embedded, contain structural elements, such as the petichta, that may have origi-
nated in, or that are at least modeled on, synagogue sermons.33 They are found in 

31 Lerer, Children’s Literature, 40.
32 Justin David Strong therefore prefers to use only the term “fable,” also for rabbinic 

parables and the parables attributed to Jesus. See note 20.
33 See the classical discussion by Joseph Heinemann in J. Heinemann, “The Proem in the 

Aggadic Midrashim: A Form-Critical Study,” ScrHier 22 (1971): 100–122.
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various versions that were adapted, depending on the needs of the author, editor, 
preacher, or even scribe. Midrashim, including parables, are often transmitted 
in various recensions, attesting to the geographical dispersion of the text. More-
over, the parables in particular are found in various versions, depending on the 
biblical text that is being interpreted and which the parable comes to illuminate.

II. Similarity: “Profane” Stories with Moral or Religious Applications

Like the Aesopian fables, the narrative parts of rabbinic meshalim (mashal 
proper) are as a rule not religious in themselves: they are typically non-religious 
stories that are told to elucidate biblical stories or topics. For example, God will 
not appear in a parable, but rather a human king. Similarly, the classical fables 
themselves are often stories that are not explicitly moral or religious, but from 
which a moral lesson should be deduced, or to which a moral lesson is appended. 
This means that a hermeneutical move is expected from the listener or reader of 
the parable or fable: through the “profane” story, they are expected to receive a 
moral or religious lesson, even if this hermeneutical move is not made explicit. 
In many of the fables, and in most rabbinic parables, this move is however made 
explicit in the epimythium or the nimshal, the application of the parable. I will 
leave open the question as to whether the epimythium is an original part of the 
fable. It has been suggested, notably by David Flusser, that the nimshal is not an 
original part of the rabbinic parable, but then, almost all extant rabbinic parables 
come with an explicit nimshal. So the quest for the “original,” naked, rabbinic 
mashal is in fact a theoretical quest based on very scant evidence. It must be 
noted that Flusser, in his enthusiasm to show that Jesus’s parables are indeed 
Jewish parables, ends up presenting the rabbinic parables, and especially the 
midrashic parables that we are dealing with in this article, in a rather negative 
light. He sees them as a declining manifestation of the genre and approvingly 
quotes Jülicher in that the later rabbinic parables are “a poor copy” of those of 
Jesus.34 The rabbinic nimshal, which is part and parcel of almost all extant me-
shalim, has as a rule a religious content, if only for the very fact that the rabbinic 
parables are usually found in interpretations of biblical texts, which are religious 
by nature. And this is where we come to a difference between the rabbinic me-
shalim and the classical fables.

III. Difference: Rabbinic Meshalim Are Meta-Texts

In contradistinction to the classical fables, and, indeed, to the parables attributed 
to Jesus, rabbinic parables found in midrash (midrashic meshalim) are meta-

34 Cf. Flusser, Die rabbinischen Gleichnisse, passim. He calls them “Verfallserscheinungen,” 
“späteren,” “barocken,” “Gleichnisart,” (27) and “epigonalen rabbinischen Produkten” (33).
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texts, and often even doubly so. First, they draw on, and are meant to interpret, 
a biblical text.35 Second, in many cases, the meshalim don’t draw directly on 
the biblical text, but on the midrash on this text.36 Whatever the pre-history 
of the genre mashal  – and this may indeed have included narrative, popular, 
even oral teaching – most extant meshalim are transmitted as parts of midrash. 
When analyzed textually, they need to be treated in this midrashic context. Even 
more, admitting that meshalim may have functioned in non-midrashic contexts 
in the pre-rabbinic period, most extant meshalim seem to have been specifically 
composed to function in midrash, and if they have an oral pre-history, they have 
been deliberately adapted to their new midrashic context. This redactional deci-
sion should be respected and considered when reflecting on the meaning of a 
mashal. Rabbinic meshalim should not be extracted from their literary context. 
Incidentally this should also not be done with Jesus’s parables, despite the fact 
that this happens all too often.37

D. Meshalim about Rescue and Punishment

The biblical texts with which all the parables that will be discussed here are 
associated, contain the motifs of divine intervention, retribution or salvation. 
These motifs, found in the biblical text, are easily also read into the mashal 
(proper). However, as in the fable, the story and its biblical application (nim-
shal) should not be mixed up. The mashal proper or the fable may be about 
misfortune, punishment, or rescue, but not explicitly about divine retribution 
or salvation. When in the subtitles of the sections below I  use the categories 
“retribution” and “salvation,” this refers to the biblical texts which the meshalim 
illuminate by means of stories about escape and rescue.

The meshalim that I  will present are found in the two tannaitic sister-
Midrashim to the book of Exodus: Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael and Mekhilta de 
Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai.38 These are tannaitic Midrashim, and as such belong 
to the oldest stratum of rabbinic literature, dated to the third century CE. The 

35 This also includes most meshalim found in the Babylonian Talmud and other rabbinic 
scriptures, such as the mashal attributed to Rabbi Akiva that I quoted before.

36 See Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 15–17. In later Midrashim, the phenomenon that 
parables draw on the midrash rather than directly on the biblical verse is even more common, 
see R. Nikolsky, “Are Parables an Interpretation?,” in Sources and Interpretation in Ancient 
Judaism: Studies for Tal Ilan at Sixty, ed. M. Piotrkowski, G. Herman, and S. Doenitz, AJEC 104 
(Leiden: Brill, 2018), 289–315.

37 See the critique of Amy-Jill Levine on the out-of-context use of parables in sermons and 
as children’s tales in Christian churches and similar contexts: A. J. Levine, Short Stories by Jesus: 
The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi (New York: HarperOne, 2015).

38 For an introduction to these two Midrashim, and the relation between them, I refer to 
Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 67–74. See also M. Kahana, “The Halakhic Midrashim,” 
in The Literature of the Sages: Midrash and Targum, Liturgy, Poetry, Mysticism, Contracts, In-
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meshalim to be discussed here have been selected because their pattern and/or 
topic has affinities with that of the fable of the Murderer. In some of these, the 
similar structure, i. e. the escape from several wild animals, is most obvious; in 
others, the outcome or message is similar: escape is impossible.

I. Retribution Turned into Salvation: Escape from Wolf, Lion and Snake

The pattern of the first parable resembles that of the classical fable most. Here, 
the main character encounters three dangerous wild animals, as in the fable. 
Unlike the fable, the hero in this parable survives his encounters with the three 
beasts. This has to do with the biblical verse which the parable comes to illustrate, 
i. e. Jer 23:7–8 that deals with divine salvation and delivery from consecutive 
enemies.

The mashal is found in Mekh. R. Ishm. Pisha and in Mekh. R. Shim. Yoh. 
Shirata. Despite the fact that these meshalim are parallels, they are located in 
different tractates (masekhtot) in the respective Mekhiltot, i. e. Pisha and Shirata. 
In Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, the mashal occurs in a midrash to Exod 13:2 
and in Mekhilta de Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai the base verse is Exod 15:11. In 
both sources, the mashal occurs as the second in a set of two meshalim. These 
meshalim do not immediately relate to the respective base verses, but to the 
prooftext Jer 23:7–8, or Jer 16:14–15 (the text is a blend of these two very similar 
verses). This may explain the location of the parables in two different tractates 
in the two Mekhiltot: the parables don’t seem to belong to the exegetical context 
of Exodus but rather draw on the text in Jeremiah. Since the parables are almost 
identical, I will only give the text of Mekh. R. Ishm. Pisha 16:

Assuredly, a time is coming – declares the Lord – when it shall no more be said, “As the 
Lord lives, who brought the Israelites out of the land of Egypt,” but rather, “As the Lord 
lives, who brought out and led the offspring of the House of Israel from the northland and 
from all the lands to which I have banished them” (Jer 23:7–8/16:14–15).
They told this parable. To what is the matter similar? To someone who was walking on 
the road and he encountered a wolf and he was rescued from it, and he would recount 
what happened to him with the wolf. He encountered a lion and he was rescued from 
it. He forgot the affair with the wolf and he would recount what happened to him with 
the lion. He encountered a snake and was rescued from it. He forgot the affair of both 
the former and he went on and told the affair of the snake. So also do later troubles 
cause the former ones to be forgotten. (Mekh. R. Ishm. Pisha 16 on Exod 13:2)39

scriptions, Ancient Science, and the Languages of Rabbinic Literature, ed. S. Safrai, Z. Safrai, 
J. Schwartz, and P. Tomson, CRINT 2.3b (Assen: Royal Van Gorcum, 2006), 68–76.

39 See Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 107–114 (ch. 5). In this article, I have omitted the 
critical signs in the translation, such as brackets that indicate that words are not found in my 
regular base manuscript but are present in other textual witnesses. These issues are not relevant 
to the present article.
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This parable, like the fable of the Murderer, ends with an epimythium rather 
than a typical nimshal. The stereotypical introduction “so also” is there, but 
what follows is a general wise saying “later troubles cause the former ones to 
be forgotten,” rather than a reference to the biblical base text or a quote thereof, 
as could be expected in a rabbinic nimshal. Not only the content, but also the 
pattern of this mashal resembles the fable more than the following examples. Yet 
there is also a biblical influence.

Indeed, this mashal seems inspired by a biblical text, a sort of parable in itself, 
that already contains the pattern found in the fable. In Amos 5:19, a very similar 
course of events is related. Interestingly, in that biblical context “the day of the 
Lord” is not presented as deliverance, but as a black day. In this text in Amos, we 
find a bear rather than a wolf.

As if a man should run from a lion
And be attacked by a bear;
Or if he got indoors,
Should lean his hand on the wall
And be bitten by a snake.
(Amos 5:19)

In this use of a well-known biblical motif, we recognize the creative twist and 
bend in rabbinic meshalim at first hand. First, the topic of the mashal resembles 
the classical fable of the Murderer. Second, the form and content of the lesson 
at the end are that of the epimythium of a fable, rather than a typical rabbinic 
nimshal. Nevertheless, a theme from the own, biblical, tradition is used. But also 
that is, in its turn, craftily adapted to fit the new context and the new purpose.40 
Whereas in the biblical image, the theme is divine retribution, the midrash 
applies the same imagery in a context of divine salvation.

II. Salvation for One, Retribution for the Other: The Dove and the Hawk

The two Mekhiltot each contain two parables about a fleeing dove. In both, the 
dove represents Israel that found itself in a dire situation, trapped between the 
Egyptian army and the Sea of Reeds (Exod 14). In the first parable, the focus 
is on Israel, the dove. The Egyptians are represented by a hawk, and the sea by 

40 H. Schwarzbaum (“Aesop’s Fables,” 3 [in the English translation, see note 3]) mentions 
this example in relation to an older Sumerian proverb with a similar content. The presence of 
similar proverbs and fables in various contexts need not imply direct dependency but rather 
confirms that such patterns occurred in various narrative traditions and were filled in accord-
ing to the context and the message they needed to convey. See, for more elaborate studies by 
Schwarzbaum: H. Schwarzbaum, “Talmudic-Midrashic Affinities in Some Aesopic Fables,” in 
IV International Congress for Folk-Narrative Research in Athens (1.9–6.9 1964): Lectures and 
Reports, ed. G. A. Megas (Athens: n. p., 1965), 466–483, esp. 467–483; H. Schwarzbaum, Jewish 
Folklore between East and West: Collected Papers (Beer-Sheva: Ben-Gurion University of the 
Negev Press, 1989), 198.
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a snake. The dove is found trapped between these two dangerous animals. In 
the second, the focus is on the Egyptians, again represented by the hawk that 
pursues the dove. Here, however, the dove escapes and the hawk gets trapped.

The first parable illuminates the situation in the Exodus story where the Is-
raelites are still in danger. I present the text of Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael:

To what were Israel similar in that moment? To a dove that fled from before a hawk, 
and entered in the cleft of a rock, and a snake was hissing at her. If she enters inside, 
see, there is the snake. And when she goes outside, see the hawk is there to fetch her. 
So were Israel in that moment: The sea closing them in and the enemy pursuing them. 
(Mekh. R. Ishm. Beshalah 3 on Exod 14:13)41

The image of the dove in the cleft of a rock is directly derived from Song 2:14.42 
Again we find a well-known image from the own tradition that is used in a dif-
ferent context, a midrash on the exodus from Egypt.43

The second parable reflects the later situation, when the Israelites have already 
passed through the sea, but the Egyptians are still trapped inside. In this case, 
however, it is the hawk, representing the Egyptians, who is trapped between two 
dangers: it is locked in a closed room, and arrows are thrown at it.

And the Egyptians fled towards it (Exod 14:27). This teaches that to every side to which 
an Egyptian would flee, the sea would run against him. They tell this parable. To what 
is the matter similar? To a dove that fled from a hawk and entered in the dining room 
of the king. The king opened the eastern window for it, and it went out and left. The 
hawk entered after it, and the king closed all windows before it and started to throw 
arrows at it. Thus, when the last of Israel rose out of the sea, the last of the Egyptians 
descended into it. The ministering angels started to throw arrows and hailstones, fire 
and brimstone, as it is said: I will punish him with pestilence and with bloodshed; and 
I will pour torrential rain, hailstones, fire, and brimstone upon him and his hordes and 
the many peoples with him (Ezek 38:22). (Mekh. R. Ishm. Beshalah 7 on Exod 14:27)44

This mashal presents a more advanced, or more remote, adaptation of the motif 
“fleeing from one thing – being caught up or trapped by another thing.” To be 
sure, in this parable, the hawk, representing the Egyptians, is not fleeing from 
something in the beginning of the story. It is, rather, pursuing a fleeing dove. 
Nevertheless, it is the hawk, and not the dove, that is the central character here, 
for, indeed, the hawk represents the Egyptians that are the protagonists (and the 

41 Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 152–158 (ch. 11).
42 In Song Rab. 2:14:2 we find the parable appended to this verse, but with an explicit 

reference to its tannaitic origin by the introduction “It was taught in the school of Rabbi Ish-
mael.” See a blog of Tamar Kadari about the relation between Song of Songs and this parable: 
T. Kadari, “The Song of Songs and the Story of the Exodus from Egypt,” https://schechter.edu/
the-song-of-songs-and-the-story-of-the-exodus-from-egypt/.

43 In chapter 7 “The Song of Songs, Lock or Key: The Holy Song as a Mashal,” Daniel 
Boyarin presents the Song of Songs as a whole as a mashal on the Exodus story, see Boyarin, 
Intertextuality, 105–116.

44 Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 211–219 (ch. 17).
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subject) of the base verse. Thus, the hawk, even if not starting out from a fleeing 
position, ends up in a “trapped” position not unlike the dove in the previous 
mashal, and the other protagonists of the fable and meshalim that have been 
presented thus far.

The comparison of these two similar parables shows how, with the same 
elements, a different message can be broadcasted. Whereas the first parable 
shows the salvation of the Israelites, the second one pictures the reverse side of 
the medal: the punishment of the Egyptians.

Interestingly, these meshalim have animals, be it not talking animals, as main 
characters. This shows again that the distinction between parables, which would 
be about humans, and fables, which are supposed to deal with animals, is not a 
decisive one.

III. Divine Protection: A Father Protects His Son

A parable about a father who protects his son from various dangers occurs 
once in Mekhilta de Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai and twice in Mekhilta de Rabbi 
Ishmael.45 The first variant, which occurs in both Mekhiltot in tractate Beshalah, 
is found in a midrash on Exod 14:19: “The angel of God, who had been going 
ahead of the Israelite army, now moved and followed behind them.”

In the mashal, the father represents the angel who moved before and behind 
the Israelite army when it made its way through the desert:

The angel of God, who had been going ahead of the Israelite army, now moved and fol-
lowed behind them (Exod 14:19). R. Yehudah says: Behold, this is a verse of Scripture 
that is rich in many places! They tell this parable. To what is the matter similar? To 
someone who was walking on the road and his son was leading before him. Robbers 
came to capture him from before him. He took him from before himself and placed 
him behind himself. A wolf came. He took him from behind himself and placed him 
before himself. Robbers came from before him, and wolves from behind him. He took 
him and placed him on his arms. As it is said: I have pampered Ephraim, taking them 
in My arms (Hos 11:3). (Mekh. R. Ishm. Beshalah 5 on Exod 14:19)46

In Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, the parable is related a second time, in a midrash 
on the words in Exod 19:4: “I bore you on eagles’ wings.”47 In this case, the 
parable compares the eagle, that (allegedly) protects its young with its body 
by having them ride on its shoulders, with a father who protects his son from 
dangers coming from various directions. When robbers and a wolf attack, he 
moves the child around so as to protect him from the danger with his own body. 
Again, we see that motifs are used creatively, depending on the context and 

45 See Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 167–177 (ch. 13).
46 Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 167–168.
47 The second instance of the parable is found in Mekh. R. Ishm. Bahodesh. See Teugels, 

Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 390–394 (ch. 37).
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the message the narrator wants to convey. Both attestations of the mashal are 
found in a midrash on a biblical text that deals with divine protection. Hence, 
the parable, even though displaying the pattern of consecutive dangers, has a 
positive outcome: the son is saved.

We see here that, even though robbers are humans and a wolf is an animal, 
these two categories are used indiscriminately to indicate various kinds of 
dangers for a wayfarer. The same is sometimes the case in Aesopian fables, where 
dangerous animals are put on a par with robbers as comparable dangerous 
elements on the way.48

IV. No Escape: The Slave Cannot Flee from His Master

I want to adduce a last parable that displays less the pattern of consecutive flight 
from various dangers as in the Aesopic fable of the Murderer, but rather the 
impossibility of escape, also present in that fable. This has to do with the biblical 
text on which the parable draws. This parable is found in Mekh. R. Ishm. Pisha 
1 on Exod 12:1, but in fact it draws on the prooftext that is adduced in this 
midrash: Jonah 1:3. The message of the book of Jonah is not that Jonah is pun-
ished, but rather that he cannot escape from his divine mission.

The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt (Exod 12:1). … You can learn 
from the following that the Shekhinah does not reveal itself outside of the land. It is 
said: Jonah, however, started out to flee to Tarshish from the Lord’s service. (Jonah 1:3). 
Could he have thought of fleeing from the presence of God? … But Jonah said: I will 
go outside of the land (Israel) where the Shekhinah does not reveal itself, because the 
gentiles are inclined to repentance, so as not to make Israel condemned. They tell this 
parable of a slave who belonged to a priest. He said: I will flee between the graves, a 
place where my master cannot come after me. His master said to him: I have others 
like you. So said Jonah: I  will go outside to a place where the Shekhinah does not 
reveal itself because the gentiles are inclined to repentance, so as not to make Israel 
condemned. The Place said to him: I have other messengers like you, as is said: But 
the Lord cast a mighty wind (upon the sea) (Jonah 1:4). (Mekh. R. Ishm. Pisha 1 on 
Exod 12:1)49

48 See this fable in Gibbs, Aesop’s Fables, 85: A lion was standing over a young bull whom he 
had killed when a robber showed up and demanded a part of the spoils. “I would agree,” the lion 
said, “if you were not already in the habit of taking whatever you want!” Thus, the lion refused 
the villain’s request. Meanwhile, an innocent wayfarer also happened upon the very same spot, 
although he backed away as soon as he saw the ferocious lion. “There is nothing to be afraid of,” 
the lion said to him in kindly tones. “Please, take without hesitation the portion of this prize 
that your modesty has earned for you.” He then divided the bull into pieces and went away into 
the woods, so that the man would come forward freely. This is an altogether outstanding and 
admirable model of behaviour; in the real world, however, greed grows wealthy while honesty goes 
unrewarded. (Gibbs 165; Phaedrus, Fab. 2.1; Perry 487)

49 Teugels, Meshalim in the Mekhiltot, 100–103 (ch. 3).
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This parable illustrates the futility of Jonah’s attempt to flee from God’s presence, 
because he does not want to fulfill His command. The reason given by Jonah 
in the midrash before the mashal: “because the gentiles are inclined to repent-
ance, so as not to make Israel condemned,” is a paraphrase of what is already 
found in the Bible, i. e. that Jonah is afraid that the Ninevites will in fact repent, 
as eventually happens indeed (Jonah 3:5–10; 4:2). According to the midrash, 
Jonah reasons that, if the Ninevites repent, the Israelites, who are not inclined 
to repent, will look bad compared to them. In the parable, a slave flees to a 
graveyard, where he thinks his master, a priest, will not follow him easily because 
then he will become ritually impure. The reason why the slave flees is not given. 
The motif of fleeing, by Jonah and by the slave, corresponds to the fleeing of the 
murderer in the classical fable. I already pointed out earlier that a graveyard may 
be seen as a “desolate place,” as in the variant of the fable of the Murderer in the 
Christian writing exercise. The equivalent of the various dangerous animals are 
in this mashal simply “others,” meaning “other slaves.” In this parable, elements 
of the mashal and of the nimshal or the biblical situation seem to be intermin-
gled, as the story of Jonah and that of the fleeing slave need to be read together. 
The outcome of the story of the slave needs to be derived from the nimshal: 
the slave is eventually caught by the “others.” That a fantastic story (Jonah) is 
explained by means of a less fantastic mashal is rather exceptional. By reading 
the two stories together, Jonah’s story is in fact presented as a fable in itself: 
“the mighty wind,” that in the Bible is the first impediment to Jonah’s escape, 
stands on a par with one of the other slaves in the mashal. A remarkable parallel 
with the fable of the Murderer is found on the level of the epimythium/nimshal. 
In both stories, the purpose is to demonstrate that no geographical move, over 
water or over land, enables the fleeing protagonist to escape his fate.

E. Conclusions

Let me start with a few specific insights this study has offered, or confirmed. 
First, the distinction between parable and fable along the line “no animals” – 
“only animals” does not hold. We have used an example of a fable in which the 
main character is a human and have put this along parables that have animals as 
their main actors. In another mashal, as in a classical fable, human robbers and 
a wolf are put on a par as dangerous opponents.

Second, the main characteristics of the rabbinic midrashic mashal are related 
to form and function. The midrashic mashal is by its nature metatextual, often 
even doubly metatextual: the mashal relates to a biblical text, often through the 
mediation of a midrash. Further, the two-tier structure of the rabbinic mashal 
(mashal proper and nimshal) is defining of the rabbinic midrashic parable. This 
feature is not found in most parables attributed by Jesus. In the Aesopean fables, 
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however, the epimythium that is usually transmitted along with the fable, is re-
markably similar in form and function to the nimshal of the rabbinic midrashic 
meshalim. In the case of the epimythium as well as the nimshal, scholars have 
argued that these do not originally belong to the fable c. q. mashal. Be that as 
it may, there is no evidence for fables and parables in their “original” (usually 
thought to be oral) state. In the literary form in which both genres have reached 
us, the fables and parables have been adapted to their context, and that is the way 
in which we study them.

Third, because many biblical texts and midrashim bear the message that 
God is the savior and protector of the Israelite people (when they behave 
correctly), the rabbinic meshalim that display the same pattern as the Aesopian 
“no escape” fable, display a more positive message than their fable-counterpart. 
The only parable with an undeniably negative outcome is where the subject, a 
hawk, represents the enemy of Israel, Egypt. There, the message is one of divine 
retribution, as could be expected.

Finally, I want to draw a more general conclusion about the relation between 
fables and parables. Rabbi Akiva’s fable-mashal of the fox and the fishes, displays 
an exquisite blend and twist of classical content and rabbinic application. This 
particular fable has no Aesopian parallel, and it is unlikely that an exact parallel 
ever existed. In this fable, the fox, that is traditionally considered clever, is called 
“foolish.” Rabbinic reversal, even to the point of subversion, turns the familiar 
elements of the fox fable into a mashal with the opposite message of fables that 
contain similar elements. In this article, I  have demonstrated other examples 
of this creative rabbinic genius by putting an Aesopian fable, and rabbinic me-
shalim that share its pattern and motifs, side by side. Whereas the cultural blend 
between Athens and Jerusalem is almost tangible in these meshalim, each and 
every mashal creates a new combination of common, even classical, elements 
and new applications.
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