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Abstract

This study examines Shai Agnon’s story “A Whole Loaf,” part of his enigmatic
collection The Book of Deeds, whose plot revolves around the protagonist’s doomed
search for a whole loaf of bread. Analyzing Agnon’s traditional language and sources
in light of the stories in this volume and other writers of that period, it focuses on the
role of intertextuality and the influence of talmudic and Christian sources upon the
text, together with the internal Jewish debate they generate. | suggest that
intertextuality serves Agnon here as a traditional hermeneutical tool through which he
can embark upon a modern investigation of old themes.

The protagonist’s search for a whole loaf of broad can be understood in theological
terms as a modern-day debate over the age-old dispute over whether Torah-study or
deeds are more important. The mishnaic and talmudic discussion of this issue is
reflected in the protagonist’s encounter with Neeman and Grassler, recalling Jesus (via
Peter) and Elisha ben Abuya/Aher respectively, each of whom wrestled with the
question in the wake of the trauma of the destruction of the Temple.

The whole loaf—symbolic in both Jewish and Christian traditions—serves two
primary functions. The Christian and talmudic references complement one another,
creating a complex signifier that covers the three cardinal sins which a person must
die rather than commit (idolatry, adultery, and bloodshed). The pursuit of the whole
loaf of bread thus represents the belief that Torah-study is sufficient without deeds, the
two historical figures’ attitude towards the three prohibitions reflecting their individual
approaches to the controversy. | suggest that it also represents intertextuality which, in
contrast to “sliced” bread—theological disputes, existential dilemmas, and daily
decisions—is circular and cyclical. As the modern world confronts him with the
challenge of religious conflict and struggle, the protagonist strives for a religious
certainty that no longer exists.

The first person he meets is Neeman. While many scholars identify this figure with
Moses, | posit that he represents a theological alternative—namely, early Christianity.
His multi-layered character introduces the intertextual matrix of rabbinic and New
Testament motifs and symbols that promote theology over praxis. The protagonist’s
failure to deliver to the post office the letters Neeman gives him raises the question of

how the Torah can be passed down from generation to generation without deeds.
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The second alternative is embodied in Grassler, who symbolizes Aher and the
choice of Torah-study as an intellectual challenge over halakhah. As is evident from
various sources, Elisha ben Abuya’s seeks a harmonious world in which Torah-study
and deeds complement one another other. His experience of their being at odds with
one another, however, leads him to abandon practice. The Sages’ tendency to attribute
halakhot to Abuya may reflect the desire to tackle difficult questions of this kind even
in the face of the danger of heresy. Grassler may also represent the alternative of the
Enlightenment, for which Aher served as a model, thereby drawing attention, inter
alia, to the problematic nature of this theological model.

Finally, I suggest that intertextuality plays a role in conveying the fear that Torah-
study without deeds will lead to the extinction of Judaism. In constituting a form of
interpretation in and of itself, it preserves the sacred texts, thereby justifying its own
existence. An intertextual reading of “A Whole Loaf” thus blurs the line between
literature and interpretation, interpretation becoming literature and literature

interpretation.
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