Michael Olshin

The Journey


Maybe it is the middle-child syndrome, I’m not sure, but I have always felt on a mission to try to bridge the gaps. My original proposal for ATID was a project that I hoped would be able to bridge the gap between the Yeshiva world and the modern Orthodox world in the area of Tanakh study. 

On the one hand, I believe in the importance of Tanakh study and that in it lies great lessons for our generation that one could not learn from other disciplines. On the other hand, all the great ‘houses of study’ have relegated the Tanakh to the back of the shelf. I thought that if I could present an approach that was not threatening to the conservative position of the traditional Yeshivot and at the same attractive to the rational and inquisitive mind of 21st century man, we can an increase the common language between Jews of all stripes.

As I sifted my way through the sources and from my discussions with my mentor, R. Zvi Grumet, I have felt the (inevitable?) clash between dreams and reality. In my paper I have tried to walk a very thin tightrope, avoiding the pitfalls to my right and to my left. I’m not sure if I have been successful in bridging the gap. (Actually, I’m pretty sure that I haven’t.) But, in the process of trying, I have, at least, come to believe in the necessity of textual study with greater conviction.

One of the underlying tensions in my paper is the pull between, what Michael Rosenak calls, Authenticity and Relevance. This is an issue that we will always face as people involved in transmitting the Torah to the next generation. But now we can ascribe a new label to this tension thanks to Rabbis Lichtenstein and Brovender; “Between Reverence and Relevance”. (I can already imagine this being the title of a future lecture by Rav Lichtenstein.) I hope that I have not been pulled too far in either direction.

This paper is geared towards educators as opposed to academics. In other words were it to be published it would fit better in Ten Da’at than in Tradition. One of the goals of ATID, as it was described to us, is to join theory with practice. I think that this paper has accomplished that. The first half of the paper discusses the major issues involved in teaching texts while the second half gives practical illustrations that can be used by the teacher in the classroom. It would be helpful then to have a Tanakh or Chumash handy.

Finally, the approach that I am presenting is not meant to replace the classic method of teaching Chumash or Tanakh using the traditional commentaries. Rather, it should be used in the upper grades on the high school level, and perhaps only on occasion, after they have filled their stomachs with the “havvayot de-Rashi ve-Ramban”.
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Textual Study as a Means of Religious Instruction

Statement of Purpose

Textual study of the Bible has been largely ignored in the Yeshiva high school and post-high school Yeshiva curriculum. By textual study I mean, searching for p’shuto shel mikra through reading the text itself, while paying close attention to the use of language, syntax, style, and structure. It also includes being mindful of recurring themes, imagery and ideas.

 It can be argued that there are three major reasons that textual study of Tanakh has been forsaken in the traditional setting. In short, these reasons are as follows:

1. The Academic/Scientific approach to the study of the Biblical texts has generally left the text void of any religious or theological message. Or worse, at times it has implied messages considered threatening to traditional Jewish values and beliefs.

2. The Written Torah was given together with its commentary, the Oral Torah. Therefore, there is no need for any other interpretation.

3. The texts, understood on their own, are often critical of some of the Bible’s personalities. It would be educationally counter-productive to allow our ‘heroes’ to be understood this way.

It is the goal of this paper to present an approach to Tanakh as a means of religious instruction through textual study, which intends to breathe new life to the study of the texts by focusing on the deep moral messages that can be understood by the contemporary reader. It will also attempt to alleviate some of the concerns of the religious Bible instructor mentioned above.


Another aspect of this approach is the primacy it gives to the development of the student both intellectually and spiritually. Using current educational strategies, which believe that the student is his own greatest teacher, this method calls upon the students to encounter the text directly and formulate their own answers to the questions that emerge. This will allow for a greater chance for internalization of those values that the Torah is trying to inculcate, will transform the students into active learners, and enhance their sense of being connected to the learning process.

Finally, I will demonstrate this approach (of teaching values through the perspective of Pshat) with two examples of thematic and textual analysis of biblical schemes in a classroom setting.

 The Academic/Scientific Approach


Many modern Exegetes, who have pursued a historical-philological approach to the study of Bible, have gone out of their way, so it seems, to avoid giving any commentary that may have religious significance.
 For example, the International Critical Commentary to the Book of Esther, written by L. B. Paton, devotes only one half page of it’s 340 pages to ‘The Moral Teaching of the Book’.
 

Dr. Gabi Cohen believes that the Historical/Philological School serves as the basis for all of the scientific criticisms of the Bible. He suggests that they refrain from drawing moral conclusions from the text because they believe, albeit mistakenly, that involvement with theology is identified with the world of drash. In their quest for an “objective” interpretation, they have removed the potential life-lessons that may be gleaned from the text. Cohen concludes that certainly the Bible, which was meant to be a sefer le-dorot, a book with an eternal message, should be studied from an a-historical  perspective.


Thomas Mann, in his introduction to his The Book of the Torah, describes the current trend amongst some Biblical scholars which focuses on the ‘final form” of the biblical narrative. These scholars “want to admire its [the text’s] external anatomy rather than dissect it”
. However, most scholars, who remain committed to the traditional criticisms, choose to neglect any type of meaningful discourse that may emerge from the text. Mann cites Robert Polzin’s critique
,

Traditional biblical scholarship has spent most of its efforts in disassembling the works of a complicated watch before our amazed eyes without apparently realizing that similar efforts by and large have not succeeded in putting the parts back together again in any significant or meaningful way.

In a number of his writings, Moshe Greenberg, one of the leading Bible scholars, emphasizes the fact that the Bible is first and foremost a religious work and must be transmitted that way, especially on the high school level.
 Greenberg writes,



מורים בבית-הספר...יש להם תפקיד, להקנות לתלמידים את המשמעות 


הקיומית של המקרא. על המתעתד ללמד מקרא מוטל אפוא יותר ממה 


שמוטל על תלמיד אוניברסיטה או על המתעתד להורות מקצוע אחר. עליו

ללמד לא רק את המקרא ועולמו, אלא גם פרקים בתולדות המחשבה, בהגות

ובפילוסופיה (ובייחוד בלבוש הדתי שלה, התיאולוגיה).


It is clear, then, that even according to many of the leading Bible scholars; exegetical work cannot be done with just a cold and objective mind that will not allow one’s heart to stir. If, in fact, it is done that way, it is likely that it will not grasp the true meaning of the text.

The Oral Law as Exegesis

We must strongly consider the notion that the Torah cannot properly be understood without the commentaries of Chazal. This is certainly true about the Halakhic portions of the Torah. One, who denies this, undermines the whole structure of the Halacha. Maimonides lists, as one of the ‘deniers of the Torah’, someone who does not believe in the Torah’s commentary, the Torah she-Ba’al Peh.
 R. Yehuda Halevi also reflects this opinion in the Kuzari.

There are those who would extend this notion to the non-halakhic portions, as well. R. Etzion writes that R. Samson Raphael Hirsch considered the Written Torah to be merely the stenographer’s notes of the lessons that God gave to Moshe in the Oral Law. In order to give the correct meaning and interpretation to every sentence word and letter, one must be familiar with the Torah she-Ba’al Peh. 
 Certainly, then, we must remain respectful and cherish with reverence the exegesis of the Oral Torah.

Perhaps, the most extreme formulation of this idea has been put forth by R. Ahron Kotler. He is of the opinion that to subject our holy Torah to man’s limited intellect would be to profane it. Since man is incapable of understanding the Torah’s profoundness, we have no choice but to accept the commentary of the Chazal for every word and letter in the Torah.
 This appears to have become the adopted approach in the Yeshiva world.

The traditional Yeshivot have largely ignored another position that is well within the framework of our Mesorah. R. Mordechai Cohen demonstrates, very effectively, that textual study using a literary approach is a strong tradition of the Medieval Spanish Exegetes.
 Additionally, we are well aware of the tradition of the ‘shivim panim la-torah’, ‘seventy faces of the Torah’.
 Certainly, one of those ‘faces’ must be, ' אין מקרא יוצא מידי פשוטו' 
, that we give consideration to the plain meaning of the text.

Criticism of Biblical Personalities 


Much ink has been spilled over the issue of the treatment of personalities in the Bible. It is a topic worth investigating on its own right. However, we would like to mention some of the underlying issues behind this debate.

There appears to be two major concerns; one is the proper understanding of the person described in the narrative and the second is the educational message for the person reading the narrative.

Regarding the former issue, there are a number of opinions. There are those
 who would defend any and all of the “heroes”
 in Tanakh from any perceived flaw. If and when God is critical of the character involved, it is only of a sin of a very subtle nature. This is what is referred to in Mussar literature as “dakkos min ha-dakkos”. Their flaws in now way resemble our own. 
Rav Copperman gives an example,



On the Yamim Noraim we all say “ ashamnu bagadnu gazalnu”.

For some “gazalnu” means that he broke into someones home and stole cash. For another it means that while sitting in his office, he spent company taking care of private matters…For Rav A. Y. Kook, it meant that, perhaps, when he heard the telephone ring he did not react quickly enough to answer the phone, thus ‘stealing time’ from the person who called.

This position believes that the “heroes” cannot be judged on our own terms.


On the opposite end of the spectrum, there is the position that does not subscribe any greatness to the characters in the Bible. Rather, since most of the narratives are describing their flawed moral character, the personalities appear to be just like everyman.
 


Others
 take a ‘middle position’. They believe that it is specifically through the biblical characters’ encounter with their human flaws that they are able to express their greatness. This is manifest in Rav S. R. Hirsch’s commentary on the Torah. For example,


The Torah never hides from us the faults, errors and weaknesses of our great men. Just by that it gives the stamp of veracity to what it relates. But in truth, by the knowledge which is given us of their faults and weaknesses, our great men are in no wise made lesser but actually greater and more instructive.


The second issue is educational. Although the opinions of whether it is beneficial to teach the fallibility of the biblical personalities or not, is usually dependent on whether one believes that they are infallible or not, this may be a distinct issue. The school of thought that holds that the biblical figures are just short of angels obviously opposes it being taught any other way. The converse, however, is not necessarily true, so that even those who believe that the Biblical personalities may have been flawed may still think it unwise to teach that belief to young men and women who need ‘heroes’ to immortalize. 

Among those who believe in the fallibility of Biblical heroes, however, the general opinion is that it is precisely their flaws and imperfections which allow the reader to relate to these personalities, establishing them as true role models. As Rav S. R. Hirsch states,



If they stood before us as the purest models of perfection we should attribute them as having a different nature, which has been denied us. Were they without passion, without internal struggles, their virtues would seem to us the outcome of some higher nature, hardly a merit and certainly no model that we could hope to emulate.

In short, they argue that the Torah can only educate if the reader can perceive its relevance.


Rav Copperman counters this claim. He says that those who have taught Tanakh in the path described by Rav Ahron Kotler have been privileged to raise generations of observant God-fearing Jews, while those who have chosen the more ‘humanist’ approach have not been as successful.


And the debate rages on!

The Search for Meaning in the Text

Effective Bible teaching must include a careful analysis and study of language, content, and structure of the Biblical texts. However, the religious Bible teacher must focus on the acquisition and appreciation of Biblical moral concepts. The ultimate goal being that this understanding will in turn lead to an internalization of these moral concepts.

I would like to suggest that as educators we should be less concerned with the debate over whether the Avot
 may have sinned or not, and more concerned with the religious and moral messages that each approach has to offer. Even if one were to take the position, discussed earlier, that the true portrayal of our Avot is not that of the written Torah but that of the Oral Torah. There is still value in studying the text itself to gain an additional insight. This is exactly similar to when the halacha contradicts the simple ‘pshat’ of the biblical text. The classic example is “ayin tahat ayin”, ‘an eye for an eye’. The Oral Law stipulates that this is not to be taken literally, rather, it obligates the damager to compensate the victim monetarily. Yet many of the classical commentaries have learned additional lessons from the simple meaning of ‘an eye for an eye’.
 Similarly, we may, and should uncover the hidden messages from the revealed words of the text even though we may not ‘pasken’ like the ‘pshat’. 

 Rav Avraham Yitzchak Hakohen Kook in a letter to Rav Moshe Seidle explains that when studying the Torah one must search for God’s message to man, which is more important than the Bible’s historical truths:

My opinion on this is that…the Torah’s primary objective is not to tell us simple facts and events of the past. What is most important is the [Torah’s] interior – the inner meaning of the subjects, and this [message] will become greater still in places where there is a counterforce, which motivates us to become strengthened by it. The gist of this has already been recorded in the words of our Rishonim, headed by The Guide to the Perplexed, and today we are ready to expand more on these matters. It makes no difference for us if in truth there was in the world an actual Garden of Eden, during which man delighted in an abundance of physical and spiritual good…. We only have to know that there is a possibility that even if a man has risen to a high level, and has been deserving of all honors and pleasures, if he corrupts his ways, he can lose all that he has, and bring harm to himself and to his descendents for many generations, and this is the lesson we learn from the story of Adam’s existence in the Garden of Eden, his sin and expulsion…. When we accept this view, we no longer have any particular need to fight against descriptions that have gained fame among the new researchers, and having become unbiased in the matter we will be able to judge [them] fairly.
 (Rav A.Y. Kook Selected Letters, Letter 2, pp.11-12, translated by Tzvi Feldman).

 I believe that there are many valuable lessons that may be gleaned through a thematic and textual analysis even when the text itself is apparently critical of our biblical “heroes”. We emphasize that our goal is not to judge the behavior of the biblical character thus making this approach more feasible even for the more traditional students. Often, those students who have long preferred ‘drash’ to ‘pshat’, do so because the pshat often seems sterile and does not speak to the reader. However, this mode of study aims at engaging the student into the philosophical and psychological ideas communicated in the text itself. At the same time, this approach can be valuable to the secular or unaffiliated student who will not make use of the traditional commentaries.

 Moreover, there has existed the notion that in order to learn something from the bible of a religious significance that one would have to look outside of the actual text, at the secondary and tertiary sources for the lesson in values. There is no reason why the text itself cannot be the source for those invaluable lessons. Should we not make a careful reading of the primary source, looking out for subtle nuances in its style and language, first?

I believe this approach can yield the following benefits to our students:

1. The Chumash itself will return to the central stage in our lesson. It will not be the tool to understand the Parshanut.

2. The student will have direct contact with the text of the Chumash, as the Parshan will not serve as the ‘middleman’.

3. The student cannot be lazy and rely on the commentary to explain the posuk. He must develop his own understanding which will subsequently greatly improve his analytical skills.

4. The student will be better able to differentiate between ‘pshat’ and ‘drash’.
 No longer will he confuse what is legend and what is actually written in the Torah.
Discovery Learning

Nechama Leibowitz was considered a master teacher, I believe, because she used modern pedagogic techniques in the teaching of the bible. She writes that “shmiat ha-Torah” is only one of the 48 ways, listed in Pirkei Avot, through which one can acquire Torah. Studies have shown that it is difficult for students to develop proper study skills when their learning experience is done passively. She calls on the teacher to transform the students into active learners by having them offer their own analyses and evaluations of the material.

Jerome Bruner, the Educational Psychologist, has developed an approach called ‘discovery learning.’ It is his belief, as well as other proponents of discovery learning, that to really possess knowledge or acquire an idea, the learner must discover it by himself.
 He asserts that by permitting the student to put things together for himself, he will be able to go beyond the material so reassembled to additional new insights.

The Inquiry method is the term coined by Postman-Weingartner. It differs somewhat from discovery learning in that it also encourages the students to determine the material that is to be studied. The lessons should “develop from the responses of students and not from a previously determined ‘logical’ structure”.

However, Roberta Milgram, in her study on teaching moral concepts using the inquiry/-discovery method versus a teacher- centered approach, came to the following conclusion:


No significant differences of immediate or long-term effects between inquiry-discovery and teacher-centered groups was found at either age or intelligence level. These results lend no support to the extravagant claims for the advantages of inquiry-discovery over teacher-centered methods made by advocates of discovery teaching.

  I think that Milgram’s study is inconclusive as far as our goals in education are concerned. Milgram only measured short and long term retention of facts and understanding of moral concepts. These are not our only goals nor even are primary goals. Our primary objective is not only to engage the student’s intellect but his heart and soul as well. We want to awaken with him a real love for Torah and the process of learning.
 I do agree with Milgram that more empirical research studies are required in this area.

Textual study as a means of religious instruction must use the methods of the discovery-inquiry approach. If the teacher were to present the texts using the teacher-centered approach, he will in essence be transmitting his own commentary to the text. But we want the students to encounter the texts on their own and, with the guidance of the teacher, formulate their own responses to the challenges that the text may pose. 

Practical Illustrations

In the presentation of these examples, for the sake of clarity, I will begin with some of the possible lessons that may be gleaned from the text followed by the methodology of how to teach these topics in the classroom, which will hopefully guide the students to reach these conclusions. I will limit myself to two model lessons.

A. Noach and his sons after the flood.
B. Shimon, Levi and their descendants.
A. Noach and his sons after the flood.

The following lessons may be learned from this portion of study:

1. Although Noach’s intentions were noble, any attempt to get closer to God through artificial means is doomed to failure.

2. In the post-Eden and post-flood era, Man is to serve God using his full mental faculties, as that is what makes man unique from all other living creatures.

3. One man’s perfection will not bring the world’s redemption. A person’s spiritual growth must involve those around him, as well.

4. One must live in the reality of one’s own existence and can’t ‘wish’ he existed in a bygone era.

The students may observe these lessons using the following methodology:  

1st. The student should read Chapter Nine of Sefer Breishit, focusing on the re-emergence of man after the flood. 

2nd.  The students will be asked to find any textual and/or thematic parallels that will show similarities between Noach and Adam Harishon (the teacher can also make available R. Yehoshua Berman’s article "Ha-meschadesh Be-tuvo Ma’aseh Be-reishit” Megadim 9:9-14 which shows the parallel between the two stories of creation. Our focus is on the final stage of the creation/re-creation story, which is not discussed in his article). The following parallels may be found:


נח



בראשית
ח:י"ח "…ושרצו בארץ ופרו ורבו על הארץ"
א:כ"ב "…פרו ורבו ומלאו את המים בימים והעוף ירב בארץ"

ט:א "ויברך אלקים את נח ואת בניו ויאמר להם פרו ורבו ומלאו את הארץ"
א:כ"ח "ויברך אתם אלקים ויאמר להם אלקים פרו ורבו ומלאו את הארץ וכבשה"

ט:ב " ומוראכם וחתכם יהיה על כל חית הארץ ועל כל עוף השמים בכל אשר תרמש האדמה ובכל דגי הים בידכם נתנו"
א:כ"ח "…ורדו בדגת הים ובעוף השמים ובבהמה ובכל הרמש הרמש על הארץ"

ט:ג "כל רמש אשר הוא חי לכם יהיה לאכלה כי רק עשב נתתי לכם את כל. אך בשר בנפשו דמו לא תאכלו"
ב:ט"ז " ויצו ה' אלקים על האדם לאמר מכל עץ הגן אכל תאכל. ומעץ הדעת טוב ורע לא תאכל"

ט:ו "…כי בצלם אלקים עשה את האדם"
א:כ"ז "ויברא אלקים את האדם בצלמו בצלם אלקים ברא אותו"

ט:כ " ויחל נח איש האדמה ויטע כרם"
ב:ז-ח "וייצר ה' אלקים את האדם עפר מן האדמה…ויטע ה' אלקים גן בעדן מקדם וישם שם את האדם אשר יצר"

ט:כ"א "וישת מן היין וישכר ויתגל בתוך אהלה"
ב:כ"ה "ויהיו שניהם ערומים האדם ואשתו ולא יתבוששו"

ט:כ"ד "וייקץ נח מיינו וידע את אשר עשה לו בנו הקטן"
ג:ז "ותפקחנה עיני שניהם וידעו כי ערומים הם"

Naturally the students may in fact find other parallels that the teacher may have missed. (Didactic Point: This is a golden opportunity for the teacher. It certainly should be pointed out to the students that they found a parallel that even the teacher missed. This will do wonders for the students’ confidence and appreciation for Torah study. By writing the student’s insight on the board, the teacher will be transmitting the message that the ideas of the students is at least of equal importance than those of the teacher.
 To really bring this point home, the teacher should ask for the parallel provided by the student on the exam.) The students should then discuss the significance of some of these parallels.

3rd. The student should be encouraged to speculate what Noach was trying to accomplish by planting a vineyard, getting drunk, and removing his clothes immediately following God’s new covenant with man.  

4th. The student should describe what transpired in psukim 22-26. (Even though it is unclear from the text what was done to Noach by either Cham or Canaan, we can tell from the context that it was something of an evil nature since Noach curses Canaan.)

5th. At this point the student can be asked to write down in his or her notebook what they think went wrong, and, what then is the Torah trying to teach us through this story.   (Didactic Point: Writing the answer before allowing the students to respond verbally is employing a strategy made famous by Prof. Nechama Leibowitz z”l that encourages all of the students to think about and formulate an answer to the central question of the lesson). 

Those students that see Noach as the cause of the disappointing way the events unfold, might suggest the four lessons that were presented earlier as possible answers. Other students might focus on Cham as the cause of man’s downfall. They might see Noach’s actions as totally justified. Noach, like Adam before him saw himself as the father of Mankind. Yet, unlike Adam, he witnessed the destruction of the world. He may have felt a sense of uncertainty in God’s command to inhabit the earth. Noach, therefore, tries to return to or recreate Eden in order to gather spiritual strength or perhaps, to forget what he has seen in order to be able to build anew. Cham, however, reveals what he perceives as his father’s weakness to his brothers.

F. The students should discuss and evaluate the strengths of the different answers that were suggested.

(Didactic Point: It is likely that the students will not propose one or more of the answers that was listed earlier. The Teacher can, at this point, suggest as an alternative, his own approach along with the educational message that he/she wishes to convey.) 

G. Closure- Ask the students if they can draw any parallels to their own lives.

 The students are not being asked to judge the biblical personalities actions. Rather, the students are to focus on the lessons and values that may be learned from Noach’s apparent failed attempt to return to or recreate Gan Eden. Also by allowing the students to draft their own answers there will probably a greater chance of internalization of those values, besides the obvious intellectual and cognitive benefits. The teacher should monitor the suggestions that they be consistent with both the textual analysis and our Jewish world view. The students can then be asked to evaluate their fellow students’ approaches. (This, in my opinion, is of great significance. Some might detract from this approach precisely because we don’t make judgmental evaluations of the characters. They would claim that we are not encouraging the student to make use of Bloom’s highest order thinking skill, evaluation. But through the students’ assessment of the different responses they will be making use of the skill of evaluating.)

II.
 Shimon, Levi and their descendants.
This lesson analyzes Shimon in Sefer Bereishit and the outcome of Shevet Shimon, contrasted them Levi and Shevet Levi, respectively. This model is very different than the previous one both in its scope and in its method of analysis. Also, as opposed to the previous topic, on this issue there is a wealth of midrashic and post-midrashic exegesis that one can and should use to support the interpretations put forth by the students, but in the context of what we are trying to accomplish they should not be used to impose or dispose of a certain view. Argument and proofs should only come from logical reasoning relating to the content and style of the text.

These following lessons may be learned from this portion of study:

1. There is no such thing as an inherently ‘bad’ character trait. It all depends on how one channels his or her energies.

2. A zealous act must be done with the purest of intentions. Any personal bias can have very grave consequences.

3. The actions of the descendants may be reflective of the purity or impurity of behavior of the ancestors. 

These lessons may be observed by the students using the following methodology:  

1st. The students will turn to Chapter 34 Psukim 25-30 and to Chapter 49 Psukim 5-7, focusing on Shimon and Levi.

2nd. Based on the above texts, what character traits of Shimon and Levi emerge (Once again, we are not asking the students to judge their character or even their actions but rather what are their personality traits, i.e. excitable, vengeful, zealous, etc.).

3rd. Now the students should trace what happens to Shimon and Levi and their respective shevatim through the rest of the Chumash.

4th. See regarding Shimon: Gen. 46:10 
, Num. 25:14, Num. 26:14 (in contrast to the numbers of the other shevatim) and their absence from Det. 33.

See regarding Levi: Ex. 32:26-29, Num. 1:48-54, Num. 3:44-51, Num. 25:7-13, and Det. 33:8-11.

5th. We see that their outcomes are very different. How can this be explained? Has either of them changed their character? What lessons can we cull from this?

6th. And G. - Follow the steps of the previous unit.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank my mentor, R’ Zvi Grumet for both his encouragement and his critical comments. He also provided me with many of the references. Before our last meeting, R. Zvi handed me part of his introduction to his forthcoming book, Exegesis and Instruction in Breishit. Having read it, I realized that many of the issues and ideas that I have discussed had already been dealt with in his book. Yet, he never imposed his opinions on me. Rather, he allowed me to ‘discover” and develop them on my own. He is a mentor in the truest sense of the word. If there are portions of this article that are unclear, I take sole responsibility.
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Afterward

In the paper, I have discussed what I believe to be the major issues that surround the implementation of textual study in the traditional setting. This does not mean that they are resolved, rather, I have shown that for the most part they are legitimate concerns.

I would just like to point out a few personal הערות.

1. While I agree with the dictum of  ‘accept the truth from whomever may speak it’, and I believe that studying Bible on the graduate level is a justifiable pursuit. I don’t think it is efficient to present scientific material on the Bible to Yeshiva high school students. There is just too much else that must be transmitted, namely reading the text itself with an eye for contemporary meaningful messages, besides the wealth of traditional commentaries.

2. The term Chazal is an enigma. In the contemporary world it is used to defend almost any point of view. The question is if this is a rightful practice. Does any opinion found in the Tannaitic and Amoraic sources justify the use of such an authoritative expression?

3. Concerning the treatment of Biblical personalities, I would like to share a point that my wife, Shoshannah, made. Let’s take an extreme example. What would happen today if David were King and the events unfolded like the simple reading of the text. I think the nation would have a very hard time forgiving him. Just think of people in our own times, Rabbis, Rashei Yeshiva, etc. who have fallen out of grace because they could not control themselves. Society has not embraced them. We don’t really believe that they have done tshuvah.  Perhaps, those great defenders of the Biblical personalities would argue that the ‘heroes’, and in this case David, could not have sinned in the way described in the text not because they are not capable of sinning but because the masses would not have let them remain on their exalted status.
In the paper, I have drawn a line of demarcation between textual study and the use of traditional commentaries. The question remains if this is really wise. Perhaps it would be better to sacrifice some of the “discovery” in order to relay the message of integration. The student should experience the feeling that we are building on the classical parshanut ha-mikra and creating a whole new structure. As Hayes-Holladay have written (1982, p. 72):

In calling for this primary level of reading and interpreting the biblical documents we are not minimizing the work of the biblical commentators and the scholarly guild, for they render a valuable service to those who read study and interpret texts, both novices and veterans…Commentaries function best to provide a control for the interpreter’s own hypotheses and intuitions. They are best viewed as the work of more experienced interpreters whose opinions and views can be consulted.

The approach that I have presented may not seem like a hiddush to the reader. However, as Bruner writes, discovery learning does not refer to finding out something never known; it refers to what one discovers for oneself.

� We are not addressing the issue of whether it is advisable or at all permissible for an observant Jew to study Biblical Criticism. On that issue see Kapustin (1960), Shaw (1969), and Greenberg (1985, pp. 275-280). What we are arguing is that even if it is advisable and/or permissible to study, it, generally, does not make for meaningful teaching material. 


� Cohen (1980, p. 80)


� Cohen (1980, pp.80-85). This is actually a subject of debate in Polzin’s article. He quotes those who question whether the a-historical literary approach can be considered ‘scholarship’. He, however, believes that the “historical-critical and literary-critical approaches possess a complementary relationship to each other.”


� Mann (1988, p. 6) 


�ibid (p. 5)


� Greenberg (1984, pp. 262-265, 286-290, and 293-299).


� Ibid (p. 263)


� Simon (1987, pp. 145-146)


� MT Tshuvah 3:7. Although it is interesting to note that all the examples brought by  Maimonides in his Introduction to the Mishnah only relate to the halakhic portions of the Torah and not the narratives. In fact, M. Cohen (1996, pp. 16-19) argues that Maimonides can be included in the Spanish Pshat tradition.


� 3:35 and 3:39 in Ibn Shmuel’s edition.


� Etzion (1990, p. 193). He does not give a source for Hirsch’s comment. I believe he is referring to Hirsch’s commentary to Shmot 21:1. If so, then I think Etzion has drawn an incorrect conclusion. Hirsch was only referring to Parshat Mishpatim specifically. But it is difficult to apply his words to the whole of torah, especially to the non-halakhic portions. 


� Kotler (1992, p.173). If this is correct, we can begin to understand why the Yeshivot have not included the study of Tanakh as part of the regular curriculum; since the primary source is the Oral Law and not the Written Law. See Breuer (1996, pp. 231-234). Another area that needs clarification is, who is included in Chazal? Who is authorized to comment? Chazal themselves were certainly not monolithic. See, for example, Leibowitz (1978, p. 33) and as expounded upon by Deitcher (1998, pp. 14-16). She believes it is a grave mistake to say that Chazal defended the ‘founding fathers’ of the Jewish nation. Rather, we find that from the Midrash down to the medieval commentaries, a critical treatment of the great figures, when necessary.


� M. Cohen (1996)


� Bamidbar Rabbah 13:15. Newman (1978, p.87) quotes the Ramchal who says that there are 600,000 perushim to the Torah. 


� Bavli, Shabbat (63a)


� I was heartened to see that my mentor, R. Grumet , has made the same distinction. (1992, p.26)


� See Kotler (1992), Dessler (1975), Nebenzahl (1990), and Copperman (1978). 


� I use this term without any sense of clarity. It is unclear exactly who are our heroes in Tanakh. Is it just our Avot, or the ‘seven shepherds’, or all the pivotal Jewish figures?  See Berger (1996, pp. 131-137) for medieval exegetes approaches. According to R. Copperman, R. Kotler was referring specifically to the Avot and not to later personalities where there may be more room for fallibility. In my opinion, neither the tone nor the content of R. Kotler’s article follow this understanding. See, for example, p. 175.


� Copperman (1978, p. 5). The translation is mine.


� See Adar  (1967)


� See G. Cohen (1990), Deitcher (1998) on N. Leibowitz’s approach, Grumet (1992), and Newman (1978).


� The Pentateuch, translated and commentary by Samson Raphael Hirsch (Gateshead: Judaica Press, 1982) Genesis 12:10-13 p.236


� ibid. See also Rav Y. Hutner’s now-famous letter in his Pachad Yitzchak: Iggrot U’chtavim p. 207 and the Torah Temimah Genesis 39:11 end of note 8. R. Hutner believes that it is necessary, for educational purposes, to know and understand the Chafetz Chaim’s struggle to overcome his evil inclination. Then why would it not be educational to know this about our ‘heroes’ from the Torah? Perhaps he would also distinguish between the Avot and other personalities (see footnote 18).


� Copperman (1978, p. 6)


� Milgram (1970, p. 25)


� I use the term ‘avot’ here because of the distinction mentioned the earlier in footnote 18.


� See Copperman (1993)


� Kook (1986 pp. 11-12)


� G. Cohen (1996 p. 282)


� See Hayes-Holladay (1982, p. 108). They write, “ Exegesis does not consist in consulting various commentaries on a given passage and from these commentaries constructing a single interpretation unifying the various observations and remarks of the commentaries. Approaching exegesis in this fashion only produces a mosaic of commentaries, and ultimately means the interpreter only directly engages the commentaries themselves, while the text is encountered only indirectly, if at all.”


� The importance of this is argued by Ahrend (1987, pp. 58-61) and Simon (1987, pp. 134-142). James Kugel (1982,p.330), however, would prefer to do away with the whole pshat vs. drash distinction.


� Leibowitz (undated) pp. 34-35


� Ausubel et al (1978 p.523).  See also Postman- Weingartner (1969, pp. 19-59). This idea that in order to acquire knowledge one has to arrive at it on his own is also found in R. Shlomo Wolbe’s Alei Shur Vol 1. p. 36.


� Bruner (1961, p. 22)


� Postman-Weingartner (1969, pp. 25-35). They value the process of learning over the end result. Doesn’t that mirror our values as well, “…anu ameilim u-mikablim skhar…”. Our reward is for the process of learning and not the conclusions.


� Milgram (1970, p.29)


� See Leibowitz (1978) in her introduction.


� As opposed to Postman-Weingartner (1969, p.27) who maintain that we can’t judge the inquiry method through laboratory studies. 


� See Postman-Weingartner (1969, pp.22-23).


� Although not referring to Shimon directly, this posuk may be the key to the whole lesson. Is it not striking that Shimon, who would not allow his sister Dinah to enter in a union with a Canaanite, has a child from a Canaanite woman (see the Ibn Ezra’s comment)? The Midrash quoted by Rashi, that the posuk is referring to Dinah may be an even greater irony.





PAGE  
3

