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Exegesis IX

The 20 Century: Parshanut takes on the Documentary Hypothesis

Hoffman, Hertz, Cassuto, Leibowitz, Breuer, Elitzur, Bin Nun, et al
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David Zvi Hoffman
(1843-1921)

Served as professor of
Bible and rector of the
Orthodox Rabbinical
Seminary of Berlin
(Hildesheimer) and was
an outspoken and

implacable opponent of
biblical criticism. In the
introduction to his

commentary on

Leviticus, he outlined the

responsibilities of a
traditional exegete.

Every Jew who comes to interpret the Torah of Moses is
obligated to consider a special condition that will necessarily
influence his commentary, as though that condition dictated rules
for his exegesis. The condition is: our faith in the divinity of the
Jewish tradition. Authentic Judaism awards the Oral Law the
same significance that the Written Law has. The Oral Law
incorporates interpretations of things that are opaque in the
Written Law, things that are ambivalent, as well as
commandments that are not explicit in the Torah of Moses. From
this we may infer that only in very few places is it dubious what
God wished to command us to do, because even if the matter 1s
not expressed clearly in the words of the Torah, it is explained in
the Oral Law. Therefore, the responsibility of the exegete 1s
solely to determine about those legislative verses why this idea
was expressed specifically in this fashion or why these
expressions were utilized rather than others.
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* However, even in those places that the idea is not clarified by tradition, the Jewish exegete
must be cautious in his commentaries not to contradict any received Halakhah. Just as the
Written Law cannot contain two things that are contradictory, so it may not contradict the
Oral Law which also originated at Sinai. Any interpretation that is in opposition to one
that we have received through the rabbinic tradition, or that contains some concept that
could reject a particular halakhah, must be considered “revealing an antinomian facet of
the Torah™ (m’galeh panim baTorah shelo k’halakha) and must be banished from the

boundaries of Israel.




Joseph Heriz
(1872-1946)
Chief Rabbi
of the United
Kingdom

* Wellhausen says, “this view of
Solomon’s Temple is unhistorical,”
because no king after Solomon is left
uncensored for having tolerated the
continuance of the “high places”
(bamot).

* It is the old familiar argument that
the Law could not have existed
because it can be shown that it was
broken! According to such logic,
there could never have been any

Prohibition Law in America.



Moshe David
(Umberto)

Cassuto
(1883-1951)

The intention [of the Bible] was to create a new
culture, principally and fundamentally opposed to the
cultures [of the ancient Near East] while at the same
time drawing upon them and receiving sustenance
from them in all aspects of material day-to-day life, as
well as in regard to anything that did not contradict
those fundamental principles.

As Maimonides had already asserted (Guide 3:29):

* The knowledge of [pagan] attitudes and activities is a
prime source for providing the rationales of mizvot,
because the basis of our entire Torah and the axis on
which it rotates is the elimination of those attitudes
from [our] thoughts and of those traces from
existence.



A rabbi, and historian of Italian (Florentine) Jewry,
an avid scholar of the Bible and the ancient near
East, Cassuto published Z7orat ha-Te 'udot ve-
Sidduram shel Sifrei ha-Torah (The Documentary
Hypothesis and the Composition of the Pentateuch,
1961), which took the documentary hypothesis to
task and critically examined each of its five “pillars.”

With respect of the use of divine names, for
example, Cassuto cited the evidence of the Shema—
“ha-Shem Eloheini"—as proof that the Torah
recognizes the identical essential nature of the
different names, combining the particular and
universal aspects of God.




Nehama
Lelbowiiz

(1905-1997)

A passionate educator, Zionist, and scholar. After
immigrating to Israel in 1930, Leibowitz vigorously
taught students in and outside of the classroom,
eventually winning the prestigious Israel Prize in the
field of Education in 1956. Through her teaching,
Leibowitz brought numerous people, including non-
Jews, to a new conception of Torah study. She
refused to acknowledge that she was a
revolutionary in any way, but ultimately her unique
achievements changed Orthodox society’s
perception of a woman’s capabilities and
undoubtedly opened doors for the female Torah
scholars who followed.






Almost single-handedly, Leibowitz restored the Jewish tradition of
parshanut ha-mikra to a central place among Israeli Bible scholars. For
David Ben-Gurion and other secular Zionists, traditional commentators
lacked the insight that living in the land of Israel and participating in a
state afforded. Many of Ben-Gurion’s secular contemporaries, shared his
lukewarm attitude toward rabbinic commentary as a guide to the Bible.
Although a grudging acknowledgment might have been awarded to the
medieval pashtanim as scholarly precursors, Leibowitz treated the early
midrashim/aggadot with equal respect. First and foremost, Leibowitz
made it impossible to ignore this indigenously Jewish exegetical tradition,




Only in the last 150 years with the development of the literary historical
approach do we find this type of explanation being advanced. Cassuto,
for instance, explains the recapitulation in terms of the narrative conven-
fions of the ancient east. It is usual for an account of the execution of a
certain series of acts previously outlined to repeat verbatim the acts that
were executed and not to report merely that they were repeated. The dif-
ference between Ralbag and modern scholars is that the latter based their
findings on actual records discovered in their days. Ralbag on the other

hand, merely suggested this might be so without having any independent
data on which to base it.'®
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"Speak to the Children of Israel, saying, 'Most certainly you shall keep my Sabbaths, for it is a sign
between me and you throughout your generations; that you may know that | am Hashem who
sanctifies you.
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If by virtue of the freedom of choice given to
students regarding commentaries, the words of
the Bible will be endeared to them—something
of which I am certain—then there can be no
greater respect for scholars; namely, that the
words of Torah will be endeared to students
thanks to them. The main thing 1s that they
should study Torah from every angle: search it
well, choose or reject interpretations; providing
they are engrossed in Torah study out of love.



Yehudah * A contemporary exegete is required, of
Elitzur course, to examine things in the light of

contemporary knowledge.... If he does so,

( 1911-1 997) then he 1s following in the footsteps of the
ancients even if he disagrees with them in a
thousand details. However, one who only
copies the ancients, shutting his eyes to newly
discovered facts and knowledge, is
abandoning the ways of the ancients and is

rebelling against them







Mordechai
Breuver

(1921-2007)

Of all the Orthodox approaches to biblical
criticism and all the potential theological
ramifications of the documentary hypothesis,
the most unusual and controversial approach
is that which he called “Shitar ha-Behinot,”
the Theory of Aspects, i.e., of multiple
perspectives. Starting with the premise that
the documentary hypothesis persists in spite
of all previous attempts at its refutation,
Breuer argues that it is not essentially
inimical to Orthodox belief.
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authentic Jewish belief that the Torah comes
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conclusions do not affect the pure Jewish faith
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even one iota. Moreover, the scientific

derash.




Of everyone who read my article, there was barely
anyone who understood that I accepted from the Bible
critics only the discovery that the Torah has multiple
sources, which can be proven scientifically. At the same
time, I do not accept their opinion that these sources
were written by multiple authors. Rather, I instead
offer the Jewish belief that they were indeed authored
by God, for this question depends solely on faith;

science can offer no opinion on this.

Cited by Elyashev Reichner: By Faith Alone; The Story of Rabbi Yehudah Amital (Jerusalem:
Maggid, 2011), pp. 134-135. Rabbi Amital invited Rabbi Breuer to teach Tanakh in Yeshivat Har
Etzion, which he did for thirty-five years until his death in 2007.




Anyone who seeks to understand the Torah according to its
simplest meaning (peshat), has to explain why the giver of
the Torah saw fit to include in His Torah numerous
contradictions, and to edit it in different styles to the extent
that it appears—to one who rejects Torah’s divine origin—
as though it was written by several authors.

Why did He not give Moses at Sinai a uniform book without
contradictions in content and without divergent styles? Had
He done so, even those who reject Torah’s divine origin
would have to acknowledge that it was written by one

person.
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The T'murot Approach is a new method of
studying the Torah, which suggests a new
interpretive model for solving the question
of contradictions in biblical law. The
approach accepts the claim that there are
real contradictions in the Torah and
suggests that the contradictions are the
result of Tmurot’, changes that have
occurred in the law for various reasons.

The Torah is divine, but addressed to
humans; therefore, it sensitively deals with
changes in reality, with moral
developments and with changes in the
spiritual conditions of the Jewish people.
Therefore, God sometimes gave a renewed
command that updates the previous
command.
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