
Professor Yehuda Elitzur and Bible Study 

Introduction 

I'm sure you've all heard of Nehama Leibowitz, Rabbi Yoel Bin Nun and 
Rabbi Mordechai Breuer. Together, these three are universally 
acknowledged in having made a major contribution – each in their own 
way – to making the study of Tanach accessible and exciting to Orthodox 
Jews after decades of haskalic and secular monopolization of that most 
cherished source. 

But have you ever heard of Prof. Yehuda Elitzur? Well, you should have. 
Elitzur was one of the pioneers of Academic Orthodox-Jewish Bible 
study in Israel. Not only did he serve on the editorial board of the Daat 
Mikra series, he also taught Tanach in Bar-Ilan from the inception of the 
Bible department to the early 90s. Hundreds of students passed under 
his tutelage – some of them teach in his department today. The site 
dedicated to his memory is chock full of shiurim and fascinating articles, 
products of a lifetime of dedication to Torah. 

More than that, he was one of the very few Orthodox Bible scholars who 
was not 'Metzitz venifga'. In his day, as nowadays, most Orthodox Jews 
who went into Academic Bible either became full-fledged BC-niks or 
chose 'safe' scholarly areas away from the issues of TMS/DH. Prof. 
Elitzur did neither – he studied, and taught, the Tanach – Chumash 
included. He acknowledged the questions but refused to accept that DH 
was the only possible answer. I heard a professor of mine quote him as 
saying 'I'm the only one allowed to teach Torah [in an academic setting - 
AIWAC]'. In my opinion, it was the other way around – he was the only 
one who would let himself enter the lion's den and come out unscathed. 

Here is his programmatic article on the subject of Bible study, based on 

a lecture given in 1966: 

I think that I will not be exaggerating if I say that in the context of the 
issue of science and faith, the most problematic and sensitive subject is 
the Tanach. The status of this subject cannot be compared, in the 
context of the confrontation of faith and science, to the status of the 
natural sciences, for instance. The difficulty stems in large part from the 
rule established by Dr. Etzion, who said that in science, one must ensure 
a total separation between the study of phenomena and the various 
conjectures and hypotheses regarding these phenomena, at the base of 
which always lie certain axioms. 



Indeed, the science of Bible of the 19th and the beginning of the 
20th century, is at its core a system of conjectures, on which a scientific 
structure with refined methods and beautiful strides is built. However, 
this whole system of conjectures relies on fairly obvious axioms. The 
most important axiom is the principle of evolution and more precisely 
the denial of revelation and the placement of the idea of evolution in its 
stead. As we all know, the theory of evolution occupied a substantial 
place in human thought in the 19th century. 

It can be said that the thinker's mind in the West completely adapted 
itself to think in categories of evolution. All human knowledge was 
organized in patterns of evolution from the low to the high levels and 
from the primitive to the developed. 

Naturally Biblical science also adapted this mode of thought. At the 
foundation of this science is the assumption that the Israelite faith and 
the truths of the Tanach were the result of prolonged evolution. Only at 
the end of the Biblical period did the monotheistic belief, message and 
laws take final form. Later scribes fixed and improved the ancient 
history of their people, they attributed to forefathers and ancients beliefs 
and actions which according to evolution could not have come into 
existence until hundreds of years later. The Israelite belief evolved and 
progressed in various paths. The different schools of thought wrote 
books each according to their particular methods and in their spirit. The 
Biblical editors collected these "sources" and merged them together even 
though they are at odds with one another. 

Biblical Criticism 

The main occupation of the science of Biblical literary criticism is to 
differentiate between the various sources – E, J, P, D, etc. – which 
ostensibly comprise the Tanach (especially the Chumash – AIWAC) and 
determine dates for the parts and bits of sections in the Biblical books in 
light of the estimated stages of evolution as well as substantial  and 
insubstantial problems and contradictions. 

At the margins of this brief description it is worthwhile to stress that 
indeed, methodically speaking, Higher Biblical Criticism is a 
sophisticated science and brilliant in appearance, but in terms of 
evidence, it is one of the strangest sciences around. The whole world of 
"sources", parts of sources and schools has not been verified by a single 
piece of documentary evidence over the course of decades of research in 
the field, this in spite of the fact that thousands of Bible-era documents 



have been discovered in the relevant countries. The entire gamut of 
conjectures built on the all-powerful theory of evolution, does not match 
the conclusions of the geographical, sociological and historical research, 
which grew organically from study of the Biblically relevant countries 
over these decades. 

This Biblical Science, established by German Protestant researchers, 
cannot according to simple human logic find common ground with the 
approach of the believer (with the exception of unique Kabbalistic 
speculations), since the foundation of the believer's approach to the 
Tanach is the principle of revelation. And in point of fact, the science of 
Higher literary Biblical Criticism, teaches that all the main truths and 
theses of the Tanach developed from low to high, from the primitive to 
the advanced in the manner of all human cultures. 

This state of affairs has led to confusion in the ranks of those who teach, 
interpret and study Tanach. This confusion has led to two contradictory 
attitudes. The first of these, which comes from those who espouse 
Biblical Criticism explains that, in truth, there's nothing new here from a 
Jewish point of view, since all those issues brought up by Biblical 
Criticism were already the lot of the classical Jewish interpreters and 
Chazal. It can be proven that Chazal and the classical interpreters dealt 
with texts, the problem of the relation of psukim to parshiyot and of 
statements to different nevi'im etc. 

On the other hand, the shocked camp of believing Jewry responded with 
complete denial. They didn't suffice themselves with the argument that 
classical interpreters and Chazal, God forbid, had nothing to do with any 
of this. The degree of disgust and shock felt by this camp led them to 
retreat from delving deep into the Tanach - even from paths and 
methods of study that were acceptable for centuries. 

Great interpreters arose, such as the Malbim, "Ha'ktav ve-Hakabala", 
whose main goal was to prove that the drash actually can be found in the 
words of the pasuk and that it was actually the pshat. In their wake came 
even more stringent methods, there were those who declared that it is 
forbidden to stray from Chazal's interpretations, that it is forbidden to 
innovate, that we must remain within the framework of "emunat 
chachamim". Anyone who dared make any type of comment on text in 
the Tanach or discuss historic or archaeological parallels was considered 
a Bible Critic who has put himself outside the pale. 



To make a long story short: Just as Sannecherib "confused the nations", 
Biblical Criticism has sown confusion of opinion in the ranks of Israel. 

Chazal's Parshanut 

Now that the dust has largely settled on this matter, it is worthwhile to 
look back at this issue with a clear and critical eye. The truth is that 
Chazal were not Bible Critics in the mold of Wellhausen. Rashi, Radak, 
even Ibn Ezra, who is often used as an example of such, were not 
19th century style Bible Critics. But they learned Tanach, and taught 
Tanach, and even researched Tanach with the scientific methods of their 
day, to the extent that it could help their endeavors. If, for instance, an 
interpreter from a few hundred years ago – R. Tanhum Yerushalmi, 
makes a comment on Joshua 15:47, that the names of the cities 
mentioned here are Israelite, or pre-conquest names, and perhaps even 
translated, some from a language similar to Hebrew – this is a scientific 
comment. There is no need to bring that many examples to demonstrate 
that all of our classical interpreters dealt with linguistics on a scientific 
basis, of course, to the degree that comparison of languages, grammar, 
development of word forms &c was known in their day. 

From linguistics to archaeology. The Ramban tells us, while discussing 
the shekel mentioned in the Torah, that he saw an ancient shekel in 
Akko, and he said the following: "A silver coin marked with stamp seals, 
on one side [there was] a type of almond staff, and on the other side a 
type of flask, on both sides around [the images] there were marked 
writings…and he showed it to the Kuttim [the Samaritans] and they read 
it immediately, that it is Hebrew script, which the Kuttim still 
possessed." We have before us [an interpretation] basing itself on 
archaeological findings, an explanation of Hebrew script as against 
Assyrian script, the nature of the Shekel etc. The same ancient 
interpreter and man of mystery was happy, therefore to make use of 
external knowledge, of scientific findings. If he lived in our day he would 
not avoid reaching conclusions from the Hazor and Ashdod excavations 
with regard to the understanding of the Tanach. 

Ancient interpreters spent much time thinking about and researching 
geographical problems. The debate regarding the location of 'Nahal 
Mitzrayim' is well known. Already Rav Saadiyah Gaon proved in 
his perush that Nahal Mitzrayim is Wadi El-Arish. It is clear that not 
only the texts and halachot were clear to them but also the geographical 
reality. Another example is the author of Caftor Vaperach, who 
established the foundations of the scientific study of the Land of Israel 
600 years ago, alongside his approach to the sources, when he said: 



"Most of the locations of the Tanach are known. The names of the towns 
and the rivers, which are written in the holy scriptures, very few of their 
names have changed under the Ishmaelites." How does he know what 
the Ishamelites called the towns and streams of the Land of Israel? He 
tells us that he criss-crossed the Land of Israel for years, asking and 
researching and checking, learned the Arabic language, wrote down his 
findings and compared them to the Biblical names. What can we call 
this? Is this not science and research at its finest? 

Chazal on Textual Variants 

More than that. In BT Shabbat 58: there is a famous tosfot: dibbur 
hamatchil"Ma'aviram". The gemara there interprets Eli's words in 
Shmuel I 2:24: "for it is no good report…the lord's people 
do spread (מעברים)" and states there that "it is written מעבירם, not מעברים" 
(in other words a yod follows the bet, but not the reish). Tosfot 
comments there, that in our books the relevant passuk has a yod after 
the reish, as opposed to the Talmud. Tosfot brings another example of 
textual changes from the Yerushalmi which does the 
following drasha on Judges 15:16: One text states that Shimshon judged 
Israel for twenty years, and one text says that Shimshon judged Israel for 
fourty years, from here [we derive] that the Phillistines will see 
Shimshon twenty years after his death." Tosfotcomments: in our books 
there is no mention of Shimshon judging Israel for fourty years, and 
indeed, in [our version of] Judges 15:16 it is clearly written that 
Shimshon judged Israel for twenty years, and there is no trace of fourty 
years. From here – and this is the language of the Tosfot – that the Shas 
is at odds with our [versions of] scripture. In Gilyon Hashas on site 
many more examples of such textual variations are given. Indeed, the 
study of textual variants already exists in the Gemara and the first 
interpreters and this is not considered passul in the eyes of Tosfot. 

True, Tosfot did not know at the time that Protestant [researchers] 
would arise and produce Christian and Jewish students who would say 
the Tanach has 600 thousand or 700 thousand errors which need 
"fixing" and that the main job of the Biblical student and researcher is to 
"reconstruct" the Tanach &c. One can understand how this attitude has 
deterred many Orthodox Jews who no longer wanted to hear about the 
study of textual variants. A common parable says that after the Flood 
Noach was disgusted by a jug of water. However, solid and careful study 
of textual variants within the dimensions of common sense is part of 
traditional ancient interpretation. 



Here's a slightly different example. It is said in Parshat Haazinu: 
"Remember the days of old, consider the years of many generations; ask 
thy father, and he will declare unto thee, thine elders, and they will tell 
thee. When the Most High gave to the nations their inheritance, when 
He separated the children of men, He set the borders of the peoples 
according to the number of the children of Israel." A scroll from the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, which were discovered in our day, says instead of the 
"children of Israel" – "the children of God". The Septuagint says the 
same thing. Up until now, one could argue that the Septuagint was 
wrong and inaccurate as they were in many other places. However once 
it turned out that the people of Qumran 2000 years ago agreed with the 
Septuagint, there can be no more doubt that in the time of the Second 
Temple there was a version that said "the children of God" and one that 
said "the children of Israel". In any event, this is no mere corruption and 
the researcher has the right to wonder about the textual variant which 
was rejected. The halacha, of course, does not change one iota. No-one 
would consider declaring a sefer Torah or even a Chumash written 
according to a textual variant which differs from Chazal's Masorah to be 
kosher, but the man of science has the right to ask what those ancients 
who read [the passuk as] "the children of God" thought. 

A matter of much heavier weight is analysis of a prophetic text, and 
differentiating between statements in terms of attributing them to a 
particular prophet. This too, ostensibly, is a clear-cut method of Bible 
Critics. Many are disgusted – usually correctly – from such interpretive 
attempts. Yet lo and behold, in Vayikra Rabba 13 and in parallel in 
the Yalkut Shimoni – Rabbi Simon the amora says on Yeshayahu 13:19-
20 : 'And when they shall say unto you… [those] that chirp and that 
mutter…" &c.' [Beginning of commentary - AIWAC] "Two things were 
prophesied by Be'era, and it did not amount to a book, and was attached 
to Yeshayahu, and these are: "And when they shall say unto you… 
[those] that chirp and that mutter…". In other words: These two psukim 
in Yeshayahu Chapter 8 do not belong to Yeshayahu the prophet, but to 
a different prophet, named Be'era. 'Rabbi Aha said: "Even the ruach 
Hakodesh does not dwell, except in measured manner. Some prophesize 
a whole book, some prophesize two books and some prophesize two 
psukim." From the statements of the Amoraim we learn that according 
to Chazal there is nothing wrong with the assumption that a book named 
after one prophet contains the statements of another prophet. 

Pshat and Drash 

Now to the approach of our classical interpreters to pshat and drash. We 
can determine without a shadow of a doubt that the classical interpreters 



– Rashi, Ramban, Rashbam, Ibn Ezra and Radak – all acted with 
complete freedom with CHazal's interpretations – halachic midrash as 
well as aggadic midrash. We can bring a multitude of examples to 
demonstrate this fact. However here we will suffice with two-three of the 
most famous ones. On Shmot13:9 "And it shall be for a sign unto thee 
upon thy hand, and for a memorial between thine eyes" the Rashbam 
says: "a sign unto thee upon thy hand – according to 
the pshatinterpretation: and it will be to you a constant reminder, [it is] 
as though it says: upon thy hand, like: put it as a seal against your heart. 
Between thine eyes – like a golden desert jewel, which is placed on the 
forehead for ornament[al purposes]." Rashbam here joins the extreme 
"pshat pursuers. After all, seventy percent of those who read the Torah 
will say, that the pshat of the passuk refers to the Mitzvah of tefilin. Yet 
here the Rashbam disagrees with the prevalent opinion (which might be 
the correct one, but that is a problem in and of itself) and stresses that 
the Mitzvah of tefillin is the midrash of the text while thepshat is 
different. It goes without saying, of course, that this does not detract 
anything from the Mitzvah of tefilin. After all the Rashbam obviously 
fulfilled this mitzvah with care and hiddur. But pshat and drash remain 
separate. 

It says in Shmot 23:2 in Mishpatim: "Thou shalt not follow a [majority] 
to do evil; neither shalt thou [answer] in a cause to turn aside after a 
[majority] to [to incline]". From here Chazal learn three major, 
fundamental halachot of Sanhedrin: One – not to follow a majority to do 
evil; that capital cases are not decided by a majority of one but at least 
two. The second principle: Don't read: "neither shalt thou [answer] in a 
cause" but "neither shalt thou [answer] one who is greater [than you]" 
that we start [in judicial voting] from the most junior member – so that 
the junior and younger member of the Sanhedrin will not be swayed by 
the great and prominent judge [above him], we start with the juniors 
and end with the seniors. The third [principle]: "after a majority to 
incline" – one of the fundamentals of the Torah in general. What does 
Rashi say about this? "There are on this passuk midrashim of [Chazal], 
but the language of the passuk does not sit with them [according to the 
plain meaning], and I will resolve the language according to its plain 
meaning". These important and venerable fundamentals of the halachas 
of Sanhedrin still stand, of course, but may interpret the passuk 
according to its plain meaning. We learn from Rashi's words that even 
these important and fundamental matters do not need to be found 
according to the plain meaning of the passuk. Pshat and drash remain 
separate and halacha, of course, remains firmly in place. 



Up until here we separated between pshat and drash. Radak goes even 
further. Here is one of his interpretations, where he sharply disagrees 
with a midrash of Chazal. In Joshua 5:14, God's minister of war tells 
Joshua: "now I have come". Radak says: "and [this passuk has a] drash, 
that it was to scare them for bittul Torah, and for not sacrificing 
the tamid ofbein ha-arbayim. Joshua said to him: which one did you 
come for? [The minister] said: now I have come, for the bittul Torah you 
are committing now. Immediately "And Joshua rested within the valley" 
– he rested in the depths of halacha – and this drash is distant [from the 
text], as wartime is not the time for torah study. More than that: the 
passuk: "And Joshua rested" – is far from this parsha (three chapters 
later - in Chapter 8] – and it involves the was against Ha'ai (in other 
words an entirely different context). More than that – the writer of 
the drash erred in the passuk of "And he rested. For there are two 
[relevant] psukkim: "And Joshua rested…among the people" and the 
other passuk: "And Joshua walked that night within the valley". 
The drash in question is a gemara in TB Megila 3. Here the Radak 
doesn't just suffice with separating pshat from drash, but rather 
disagrees with the drash and criticizes it for a number of reasons: 1. He 
argues that it contradicts halacha and logic (even as an aggada) to 
demand from soldiers on the day of battle to sit and study Torah. 2. 
"And Joshua rested" is not in this chapter but another matter, distant 
from this one. 3. The darshan erred, that there is no passuk "And 
Joshua rested in the valley" (from which the Amora learned that he 
rested in the depth of halacha) but "And he rested among the people" 
and another passuk "And Joshua walked in the valley". 

The bottom line is that Judaism does not follow the path of the Catholic 
Church. The Church has an approved and sanctified interpretation and 
those who stray from it are branded heretics. Not so by us. Our classical 
interpretations are completely free – in its quest for the plain meaning of 
the text it is dependent neither on the statements of Chazal or the 
conventions of the ancients.  "The plainness which spreads every day". 
Every interpreter also collects, summarizes and innovates and dissents 
from those who preceded him. Just as Rashi diverged from Chazal's 
interpretations, so did his students and heirs diverge from his own. An 
interpreter of our day must of course examine the matter in light of our 
contemporary knowledge in linguistics, history, realia, archaeology, 
geography and all the branches of human knowledge. If he does so, then 
he follows in the way of the ancients even if he disagrees with them on a 
thousand details. But the one who copies the words of the ancients 
whilst ignoring the facts which have been discovered and the knowledge 
which has been accumulated in our day, he abandons the way of the 
ancients and rebels against them. 



Biblical Criticism – A Science? 

Now we come to the primary problem at hand: Is not Biblical Criticism 
the science of our day? Were the ancients not Bible Critics according to 
their lights? Don't we need to follow in the path of contemporary Bible 
Criticism? It is true that the approach of our forbearers to the Tanach, of 
the best interpreters, was a scientific approach by their lights. But, it was 
not an approach of Biblical Criticism. What the various superficial 
intellectuals have said - that if Rashi and Rashbam and Radak knew 
what we know now from Wellhausen, they would interpret the Tanach 
according to his method – is not true. 

But if not, what's the criterion? What is the criterion for a traditional, 
scientific approach? Let us stress this point again: The classical 
interpreters went according to the path of scientific interpretation, but 
they did not go according to the path of Biblical Criticism. The question 
is - what is the criterion which separates the two? In light of what was 
said above we can understand that there is no basis for the simple 
distinction of the masses: Examination of textual variants – assur, 
archaeology – unnecessary, history – dangerous. The main thing is: 
what does Rashi say? Does the explanation match the interpretation of 
Chazal etc. After everything we've said, we can calmly say: this is not the 
path, this is not the yardstick. 

In TB Baba Batra 15 it says: "Job did not exist but was a parable". Reish 
Lakish says the same in the Midrash. The question arises: what's with 
the wrath aimed at the nihilistic school, which denies the [historical] 
existence of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and turns them into symbolic 
figures, which were created in later periods – this one says in the 
Monarchic period [1st temple], the other in the beginning of the 
2nd temple period &c. If Job, to whom the Tanach dedicates a major story 
in a whole book, never existed, why is it forbidden for a Protestant 
researcher to say that Avraham Avinu never existed? What's the 
difference? 

The difference, and it is important and significant, is that Reish Lakish 
or the student of Rav Shmuel bar Nachmani, who say: "Job never 
existed", what they mean to say is: The Tanach, which tells us of Job, 
never intended to say that there was a person named Job. The book of 
Job intended to tell a parable. Not so Wellhausen and his students. 
When they came to analyze the book of Breshit, they are saying: The 
thinker, scribe or poet or perhaps court member of the ruler, who arose 
and created the figure of Avraham of Isaac or of Israel [Jacob], did not 
reveal his secret. He told his audience for theological, historical, social, 



national reasons &c that there was an Abraham, an Isaac, a Jacob. But in 
his heart he knew there wasn't. Breshit told an event that was, but I 
Wellhausen, I Stade, I Meyer am coming now, in the 19th century, and I 
am revealing that it was nothing more than a pious fraud. The truth is 
with us and not with the book of Breshit. 

So what is the distinctive criterion? One simple, short word: truth. Our 
forebearers – the Tana'im the Amora'im and the interpreters, each 
according to their type and generation – did not swear off science and 
research. They learned knowledge, balanced and researched by all 
methods, in order to uncover the plain meaning, content, hints 
and drash of the Tanach. However they did all this on the assumption, 
that the Tanach was telling the truth. Not so "Biblical Criticism", whose 
primary purpose is to uncover the "forgery" in the texts. It wishes to 
"reconstruct" an ancient historical reality in the ancient east, which will 
match entirely the attitudes prevalent in certain circles in 19th century 
Europe and toss the Tanach into a procrustean bed of reconstructed 
"historical reality". 

 

I Kings 13 

Here is another small example. There is a debate between interpreters 
regarding what is written in I Kings at the beginning of Chapter 13. 
"And, behold, there came a man of God out of Judah by the word of the 
LORD unto Beth-el; and Jeroboam was standing by the altar to offer. 
And he cried against the altar by the word of the LORD, and said: 'O 
altar, altar, thus saith the LORD: Behold, a son shall be born unto the 
house of David, Josiah by name; and upon thee shall he sacrifice the 
priests of the high places that offer upon thee, and men's bones shall 
they burn upon thee.'" This prophecy indeed came to pass in the time of 
Josiah as is written in II Kings 23:16-17. In the Yalkut Shimoni…Rav 
Netanel isdoresh "300 years before he was born he was called Josiah". 
Most of the new interpreters do not follow this darshan. They argue that 
the words "Josiah is his name" are not the words of the prophet but 
rather of the text (according to the formulation of a few "the words of the 
editor" or "the emender") which states after the fact that this prophecy 
took place in the time of Josiah. 

Ostensibly, this is an interpretation in the vein of the school of literary 
criticism, as it is the path of Biblical Criticism to analyze texts and make 
distinctions between the authentic and inauthentic, the original and 



later additions, between the earlier and the later. This is only an outward 
appearance of similarity. Why? We'll compare the matter to a clear case 
of Biblical Criticism, based on the axiom of negation and thus stand on 
the truth of the point. I am referring to the case of the messengers of 
Berodach-Baladan, who came to Hizkiyahu in II Kings Chapter 20. 
Almost all the critical interpretation says here: an invention. Whoever 
said this didn't say that. Until passuk 15 the words were spoken by Isaiah 
and from passuk 16: "Behold, the days come, that all that is in thy house, 
and that which thy fathers have laid up in store unto this day, shall be 
carried to Babylon" – a later addition. Montgomery, one of the famous 
scientific interpreters of the book of Kings (C.C.I. series) goes even 
further and claims to know exactly when this addition was composed, 
which was not said by Isaiah. It was composed in his opinion but a few 
years before the destruction of the Temple. After all the text here did not 
"prophecize" a total destruction but only the looting of the king's 
treasury and the exile of his sons to the hall of the King of Babylonia. 
When did this happen? After the exile of Yehoyachin. From here one can 
see that the second half of this chapter was added after the exile of 
Yehoyachin. 

We have before us two explanations [on the text]. Both of them argue, 
that a particular text did not originate from the speaker in the 
relevant parsha. Is there a difference between them? In lieu of the 
criterion, which I tried to establish earlier, it seems to me, that the 
interpretive assumption that "Josiah is his name" was not said by the 
prophet – does not at all contradict the traditional approach to the 
Tanach and indeed there are interpreters in the field who hold by this 
opinion. Not so the "analysis" of II Kings Chapter 20. Here is literary 
criticism that does not align with the approach of the believer. Here one 
would ask – what difference is there between the two distinctions? What 
is the difference between this later dating and that later dating? 

The answer is that it is not the method, but the axiom at its foundation. 
He who argues that the second half of Chapter 20 in II Kings was said 
after the exile of Yehoyachin assumes that we have before us a post-facto 
prophecy – vaticinium ex eventu. The order of events in his opinion: 
Yehoyachin was exiled, his treasury was taken to Babylonia, his sons 
were brought to the hall of the King of Babylonia. After all this 
happened, a scribe came and "composed" a prophecy, and he placed it in 
the mouth of an ancient prophet in order to create the impression that 
what happened now, was known beforehand. This "interpretation" arises 
from the axiom, and perhaps it is possible to even say belief, that it is not 
possible that a prophet can now what will happen in another few 
generations. 



Not so the passuk in I Kings Chapter 13. According to everyone, the Book 
of Kings was edited after the Destruction [of the Temple] (according to 
the Braita in Baba Batra 15, by Jeremiah). Those who find, that the two 
words [in Hebrew] "Josiah is his name" are not the words of the prophet 
from Beth-El – believe that they are the words of the editor of the Book 
of Kings after the Destruction. For what did the prophetic scribe add the 
words: "Josiah is his name" – what did he mean? It turns out that he 
meant to say: a prophet prophesized in the days of Jerobeam and his 
prophecy was fulfilled hundreds of years later. In other words: The 
adder of the two words here was operating from the axiom that there is 
prophecy, and the prophet predicted what will happen in the future. This 
emendation was only meant to validate and confirm this and to have it 
leave that impression on the reader: Here stands an ancient prophet 
who saw that a son is being born to the House of David and he is 
sacrificing the priests of the bamot [non-temple altars] on the altar of 
Jerobeam. After all we know today (in the time of the composition of the 
Book of Kings) who was that son to the House of David, this is what 
happened in the days of Josiah. 

In short: he who explains that the words "Josiah is his name" in I Kings 
Chapter 13 were written by Jeremiah or the editor of the Book of Kings is 
saying that the Tanach is true and the prophecy is true. Meanwhile, he 
who uses the same analytical method and separates between the 
beginning and the end of II Kings Chapter 20 – he is saying that there is 
no prophecy, the prophet does not forsee the future, and mainly: the 
words stated here are not true. It is as we said: it is not the method 
which determines [the difference] but the belief which drives it. 

Research and the Tanach 

What we learn from these few examples – and we could have brought 
many more if space allowed – is that even in this delicate and complex 
subject it is not possible to abstain from the accomplishments of science 
and modern research. A contemporary interpreter who does not 
understand that the war between Sannecherib and Hizkiyahu must be 
learned not only from the Tanach but also from Taylor's prism, an 
interpreter who does not understand the value of the ancient 
inscriptions, parallel documents and archaeological findings – should 
not approach the Tanach. He cannot understand it in depth and scope. 
He who ignores the historical background of the prophets – and it can be 
clarified today in many cases – is also ignoring the content and meaning 
of the text [itself]. He hears the voice and sees the picture but he does 
not understand the prophet's torah. 



It says in Isaiah Chapter 20 "In the year that Tartan came into Ashdod, 
when Sargon the king of Assyria sent him, and he fought against Ashdod 
and took it" - is it true that it is not of interest that they just found in the 
Ashdod excavations a companion to this passuk in the form of a partial 
stele of Sargon the King of Assyria himself? One cannot abstain from 
science. It opens eyes and broadens knowledge. Understandably, "he 
that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow". It also says: "the just do 
walk in them; but transgressors do stumble therein". One must know 
how to increase knowledge, walk and not falter. This is the entire 
difficulty. If things were easy, then Adam Harishon would still be in the 
Garden of Eden, exempt from distinguishing between good and evil, 
between correct and incorrect. However, we are commanded to make 
distinctions. The distinctions of people of wisdom and science are not 
superficial [like this approach]: "Don't talk about textual variants, avoid 
history, don't deviate from Chazal's interpretations, don't debate Rashi." 
The criterion is different, more correct, and like anything that's correct, 
more difficult; the only criterion [separating] between a scientific 
approach that comes from an assumption of tradition and faith and a 
scientific approach that comes from an axiom of denial is this and only 
this: truth. 

Conclusion 

The traditional Jewish interpretation throughout the generations is 
broad, daring and knowledgeable, alongside its belief in the truth of the 
Tanach. The boundaries of our interpretations are wide, its paths many 
and different, but they all lead to one goal: understanding the truth of 
the Tanach, its meaning and lesson, according to the path and 
understanding of the interpreter. Textual examination, analysis, 
research, science, a clear and critical distinction 
between pshat and drash etc are all permitted. When is this the case? As 
long as they are tools for the primary task at hand – to uncover the 
meaning of the texts and their intent in depth. It is not the path of our 
classical interpretation to turn this main principle into a secondary one 
and turn the Tanach into a doormat of linguistics, 
history, realia or darshanut regarding current events. 

More than that, there is importance to [the] dimensions and frequency 
[of interpretation]. As was hinted above, there are methods and paths of 
explanation that are rare and obviously not by accident. Among the 
hundreds of Biblical personae Chazal only say of Job that he never 
existed, but was a parable. On two psukkim in Isaiah Chazal's tradition 
points to another prophet. But our interpretation doesn't make this [type 
of] distinction a routine [method] of explanation. Textual changes are 



not frequent – except for changes in full or incomplete spelling and 
changes in punctuation. It is clear, that there are methods that are "the 
royal road" and there are those that are only side tracks which 
individuals use on occasion. 

However, our forbearers did not erect exacting narrow barriers on these 
matters, they trusted guides that did not fail: common sense, belief in 
the holiness of the Tanach and the striving for the complete truth. 

 

 


