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Talmid Chacham im met, mi yiten temurato

Rabbi Josiah Derby, Rabbi Emeritus of the Rego Park Jewish Center, Queens,
New York and Congregation Beth Shalom, Coconut Creek, Florida, died early
Wednesday morning, December 18, 2002 (13 Tevet). He would have celebrated
his 89" Birthday on December 25. Born in Berditchev, Ukraine he came to the
United States in 1921. He earned first a BA and then an MA in mathematics
from Harvard University, completing his studies in 1937. He attended the Jew-
ish Theological Seminary of America and was ordained as a rabbi in 1943.
During World War II, he served as chaplain with the US armed forces. He was
descended from 900 years of rabbis (tracing his family lineage back to RASHI
and was the seventh generation direct descendent of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of
Berditchev, a prominent Hasidic master. In 1942, while a student at the Semi-
nary, he became the rabbi of a community in Rego Park and was instrumental in
establishing it as the Rego Park Jewish Center in Queens. While there, he envi-
sioned and then helped found the Solomon Schechter Day School of Queens, the
first Conservative day school in the country, which became the model for a na-
tional day school movement. He was a leader in the Conservative movement's
educational efforts for over 30 years. In 1971, Rabbi Derby was awarded an
honorary Doctor of Divinity degree from the Jewish Theological Seminary. He
retired from the Rego Park Jewish Center in 1983 and moved to Coconut Creek,
Florida, where he once again founded a synagogue, Congregation Beth Shalom
of Coconut Creek. Rabbi Derby served as the first rabbi of the congregation for
two years and was then named Rabbi Emeritus.

Rabbi Derby was a lover of Bible studies from his earliest youth and was a
scholar, teacher and lecturer of repute. He was a founding member of the Ad-
vanced Bible and Talmud Study Group of the Central Agency for Jewish Edu-
cation of Broward County. In retirement he was able to devote his time to the
pursuit of Bible studies and published over 34 articles in the Jewish Bible
Quarterly. Another article will be published posthumously.
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ABRAHAM'S TEN TRIALS
AND A BIBLICAL NUMERICAL CONVENTION

SCOTT B. NOEGEL

An earlier form of this paper was presented at the Association for Jewish Studies Annual Confer-
ence on December 19, 1999.

INTRODUCTION

Our current scholarly understanding of numerical lists of persons and events
in biblical and midrashic literature has benefited from a long process of in-
ter-disciplinary inquiry. Already in 1911, A. Wiinsche' systematized the nu-
merical sayings of early rabbinic literature and placed them on a continuum de-
rived from the wisdom traditions of the Israclites. F. Dornseiff, H. Zimmern, W,
von Soden, and A. H. Gardiner then sought antecedents for the Bible's numeri-
cal patterns in Greece, Egypt, and Mesopotamia. A. Alt’ later reassessed the
comparisons with greater methodological caution, explaining the similarities by
way of a common cultural context.

Alt was followed by W. Roth' who shifted the scholarly focus from origins to
function by introducing form-critical methods to the discussion. However, the
search for analogs continued. G. Nador’ posited a Neo-Platonic background for
mishnaic numerical patterns and, in 1973, Y. Avishur® published on biblical and
ancient Near Eastern numbers indicating wholeness; namely, threes, sevens, and
tens.

In the same year, W. Towner's study on rabbinic numerical sayings appeared,
and repositioned the question of continuity by asserting the importance of rec-
ognizing "the corpus of biblical numerical sayings as constituting the back-
ground and pre-history of the rabbinic enumerations, without insisting on a lit-
eral developmental relationship between them." By moving to a model of rec-
ognizing oral imitation and/or literary modeling, Towner's study accounted for
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