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Sacred Texts in an Age of Scientific Inquiry
A central problems faced by tradition in an age of modernity is the status and function of scientific inquiry. Science asks new questions, undertakes explorations and presents conclusions about culture and tradition that seem to refute the classic ways of viewing sanctified events (such as the Exodus from Egypt) and sacred texts, especially, the Bible. Is the Bible really what it claims to be and what Jewish tradition states it to be, namely the Word of the living God, the source of God’s commandments? 

Should assumptions and methods of modern research be applied in the reading of holy texts even though these lead to scientific (textual, historical or even archeological) study that unveils, not the revelation of God but chronicles of culture? And if they are “culture,” can these texts still be authoritative?” Are these texts and traditions based on revelation or is revelation a poetic device to express the idea of authority, the idea of holiness, concepts of commandment but not commandments themselves? What happens when we learn to think of our past and its spiritual goods as a part of a human “world construction” rather than a divine gift and obligation? 

The life of Jews in the midst of modernity has engenders some approaches that are secular in substance. Here, however, we shall deal with those approaches that, in the midst of a scientific world, find religious responses still appropriate, though they may find their understandings of “the text” and of religious faith subtly yet unmistakably changed by their exposure to modern inquiry.

A common response among modern Jews who are committed to the tradition and its texts, and who pride themselves on “living in the modern world” is to distinguish between two levels of knowing and understanding. 

This approach is based on the distinction sometimes drawn between purpose and process, and that between objective knowledge, of facts and data on the one hand, and the realm of meaning, on the other. The realm of meaning, so adherents to this position claim, we learn from being initiated into a community of meaning whose goods we are meant to inherit and perhaps even to enhance. The dry facts “on the ground,” we learn from scientific study. But there are problems. After all, the scientific world is also a community, the “academic” study of religion comes packaged with a whole set of initiations into attitudes, assumptions about “who’s in the know,” codes of question-asking and cultural habits of drawing “truthful” conclusions.  We shall return to these distinctions. 

Here we shall briefly examine five ways that modern Jews committed to the Jewish tradition deal with this problem; how they “learn Torah.”  

The first view, and the most common one among uncompromising traditional-religious Jews, maintains that nothing need be surrendered. The world of scientific research, while sometimes admitted to be commendable, is incapable of dealing with the truth of divine revelation. For example, the Orthodox Yitzchak Breuer, scoffs at the very notion of “contradictions” between science and (the belief in divine revelation of the) Torah. The following is from his book,  pp. 175-176, brought down in  Hagut Bemachshava Yisraelit Hamikorit  (edited by Avraham Bick) (Hebrew) Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1983. Breuer lives in the modern age; he uses its categories of thought, but he puts them in what he considers their rightful place.

(SOURCE NO. 1)
[Is there] A contradiction between the wisdom of the Torah and the “wisdom” [claimed for]  research? No! There is no doubt that the conclusions of Biblical Criticism and those of the wisdom of the Torah contradict each other for the subject of biblical criticism and the subject of the wisdom of the Torah are categorically different. Just as the conclusions of the wisdom of nature are correct only if we assume the lawfulness [of the natural world being explored ] thus too only on the basis of two assumptions can …[biblical criticism] make sense. 

[The first assumption is that]… the authors of Scripture were human beings like us … and [the second assumption is] that we find there [in the Bible] no words of the living God addressed to His servants the prophets and that the divine spirit did not rest on those who called upon His name, and that the people of the Torah [Israel] did not safeguard the Torah, its greatest national treasure, precisely and zealously [throughout the generations], [And so we must say:] Biblical criticism does not lead to heresy, but heresy leads to Biblical criticism.

Breuer’s position is that understanding the Torah requires thinking through its own assumptions, based on its theological beliefs concerning reality. Torah is a different “language” with frames of reference like mitzvah, Creation, and God’s image. It is a world of its own, with its own realms of meaning and commitment. Empirical scientists explaining Torah are like poets explaining (not describing!) combustion, 


But can we still agree that the Torah is true? Can we really agree to doctrinal statements we make about it? Was the entire Torah really transcribed by Moses? Are there really no contradictions in the Bible? Can’t we understand many biblical data by comparing them with features of Middle Eastern culture of the time? 

Supporters of Breuer’s position may claim that only such a traditionally pious approach  assures Jewish survival. Biblical researchers, it is claimed, “have no Jewish grandchildren.” “But this seems to evade the question, Is it true?” and this query may be made by people who are not, in the eyes of most people, “heretics” but who wish to live within modernity even while faithful to Jewish belief. A prominent Orthodox Judaic scholar of the previous generation, Professor Ephrain Elimelekh Urbach (cited in Michael Rosenak, Zarikh Iyyun (On Second Thought) Jerusalem, Magnes Press, 5763)  pp. 88-89, (Hebrew) stated the problem as follows: 

(SOURCE NO. 2)
Ignoring the contributions of scholars who think differently than we do, and the preference given to interpretations coming from those who are “our people” [i.e. Orthodox] distances us from the truth. In a letter written by Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook [the first Chief Rabbi of modern Palestine]… the Rabbi expresses his anger at an article that overly praises two religious [i.e., Orthodox] historians, and argues that one must relate seriously also to other researchers, for ‘the truth is beloved above all else’…Seeking the truth in the study of Torah is a religious obligation, without which there can be no reality to religion and its commandments. After all, [adherence to] religious truth is not [a conception] imported from the outside, but rather, it is part of the very being of religion. And we are not speaking of religion in general, but the one [i.e., the Jewish one] we are commanded to study and to ponder…

One approach is that of the late Professor Isaiah Leibowitz, prominent and controversial scholar in sciences as well as Judaic studies. Leibowitz attempts to solve the problem of the status of the text by moving Jewish religious concerns and commitments from the Biblical text – to the Talmudic sages:  Yishayahu Leibowitz, “Concerning the Sanctity of the Sacred Writings,” in Rosenak, Zarikh Iyyun, p. 103

(SOURCE NO. 3)
The sanctity of the Bible is only that bestowed upon it by the halakhah (Jewish law). This sanctity derives neither from the contents of Sacred Scripture nor from an evaluation of this content. The Oral Torah [i.e., the Talmud and its sages] did not sanctify the Written Torah (of Scripture) as an historical document or as a literary document or a text for the study of science or a guide to moral living – after all, the halakhah sidesteps or [even] uproots Scripture wherever the Oral Torah considers this necessary. It [the Oral Torah] sanctified the “written Torah” as divine revelation…whatever Scripture says is meant only to bring a person to fear and to love of God. 

The Jew who believes that the decisions…and edicts of the Oral Torah, despite their obviously human source [i.e., the Sages] constitute the Torah about which we are commanded, such a person does not hang the holiness of the Bible on  pegs of beliefs, opinions and views about the nature of the materials found in the Bible or on its historical and scientific value; this biblical material received its sanctity from the sanctity of the Oral Torah – and therein lies its religious significance.

An approach that moves the discussion away from the status of the text to the modes of its study, is that of the present-day Bible scholar, Moshe Greenberg. [Moshe Greenberg, “Prologue: Can Modern Critical Bible Scholarship  Have a Jewish Character?” in Greenberg, Studies in the Bible and Jewish Thought, Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1995. Greenberg notes that in scientific study that is involved in Bible translation, there are two current avenues of research:


(SOURCE NO. 4)
[The first] mode sees  Scripture as a field on which to parade expert knowledge. Scripture is damaged wares requiring the treatment of experts to restore it to its pristine wholeness….As is the wont of experts doubts [about the  real meaning of the text] and the tentative character of the product [the research] are concealed from the lay reader…There is no sense of responsibility to any community. In the second mode,… scholars feel responsible towards the community of their brethren…They are sensitive to the sacred status of Scripture in the eyes of the public and they seek to uncover the grounds of that esteem in the text…they regard themselves as a link in a continuing chain of interpreters of the message of the Bible to their brethren.

For Greenberg, genuine religious communities live by and constantly interpret their sacred texts. Greenberg does not find it strange that Christian scholars, living in their communities, interpret the New Testament in the second fashion, midrashically, while the Old Testament is accorded the first “treatment,” of “objective scholarship.” 

One would expect Jewish scholars to do the opposite, to more reverently interpret the Old Testament, the Bible of our history and of communities. If they tend to follow the lead of non-Jewish scholars and interpret the Old Testament “objectively,” indifferent to the community that seeks sustenance from it, it may be because these scholars are more often uninvolved in the life of community: they are experts, not teachers. On the basis of Greenberg’s teaching we would expect Jewish scholars to teach Tanakh somewhat midrashically, as Christian scholars who are active members of communities do with –   the New Testament.


Greenberg also presents the idea of teaching and studying the Bible as it appeared to the first generation that held in its hand the text still in front of us. This fertile conception, that directs us to look more for teaching than for origin is reminiscent of the idea, attributed to Abraham J. Heschel, that it is more important what happened between God and the prophet than between the prophet and the parchment. In this approach, there is a quest for a new theology to accommodate new knowledge we have of our tradition, but not a new faith! The “data” of revelation and its prophetic transmitters may be moved from an earlier to a later generation but it is nevertheless Jewish theology that enables Jewish faith.


Franz Rosenzweig gave this classic expression. In a letter to Jacob Rosenheim, leader of German (ultra-Orthodox) Agudat Yisrael (cited in part in Franz Rosenzweig; His Life and Thought (edited by Nahum Glatzer) Jewish Publication Society, 5713-1953), p. 158; in full in Franz Rosenzweig, Naharayim (Streams) (Hebrew), Jerusalem; Mossad Bialik, 1960, pp. 26-27. 

(SOURCE NO. 5)
Where we differ from Orthodoxy is in our reluctance to draw from our belief in the holiness or uniqueness of the Torah, and in its character of revelation, any conclusions as to its literary genesis…If all of the theories of Wellhausen’s  (prominent Protestant scholar associated with Higher Criticism) were correct and the Samaritans really had the better text, our faith would not be shaken in the least…

…We also in our [Buber-Rosenzweig] translation of the Bible treat it as a single book, we too believe it is the creation of a single spirit. The name of the one who created it we do not know; that he was Moses we are unable to believe. Among us we signify him by way of the same code letter that is common among [higher] critical Bible scholars…with the letter “R.” But we “read” this letter not as Redactor but as Rabbenu, our teacher. No matter who he was and what sources he had in hand, he is our teacher and his theology is our Torah… 

It seems that all our thinkers, and we could have cited many more, are engaged in an effort to integrate the “new” knowledge of scientific research and analysis with a theology of revelation. They are doing what John Dewey believed philosophy must do: to integrate what it is that we are now learning with what we knew before.

Questions for discussion:
1. Many leaders of “the Yeshiva world” whose students listen attentively to their rabbis, will allow their students to study at a university as long as they promise not to study Bible and Talmud. In your opinion, is this position justified? If so, why?

2. How does Leibowitz solve the problem of biblical criticism? Does his approach dispense with the need for revelation? His position has been described as sociological. Why?

3. In what respects, if any, is Greenberg similar to Breuer? 

4. What characterizes an interpreting community? 

5. Rosenzweig eventually came to live a halakhic life, and did not answer the phone on Shabbat. Is his R = Rabbenu expression in the spirit of Urbach,  making a religious requirement of truthfulness or is it – heretical? On what basis does one give the first or the second answer? 

Additional Reading: 

1. Franz Rosenzweig, “The Commandments: Divine or Human?” in Franz Rosenzweig: His Life and his Thought, cited above, pp. 242-247.

2. Martin Buber, “The Man of Today and the Jewish Bible” in Buber, Israel and the World
Moshe Greenberg, The entire chapter cited above (“Prologue: Can Modern Bible    Scholarship have a Jewish Character?”) pp. 3-8.
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