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EDITOR’S NOTE

A PESHAT IN THE DARK:1

REFLECTIONS ON THE AGE OF CARY GRANT

T he four word telegram asked a simple question: “How old Cary 
Grant?” The actor’s return telegram read: “Old Cary Grant fi ne 
how you?”

Fast forward two or three thousand years. Here is what scholars of 
the future will have to know to decipher the exchange:

Philologists will note:1) 
The interrogative word “how” had several meanings in the (a) 
English of that time. Sometimes it referred to quantity: “How 
old are you?” asks for your age. Sometimes it referred to 
quality: “How are you?” wants to know how you are feeling.
“Old” refers primarily to age, but sometimes is an adjective (b) 
meaning “familiar,” usually in a friendly, informal connection.

Historians of technology will explain that telegrams were a form 2) 
of rapid communication in the mid-20th century, somewhat 
like e-mail just a bit later. Payment was per word, so senders of 
telegrams omitted inessential words. The linguists can then chip in 
that English copula could often be omitted, saving money without 
loss of sense, but that ambiguities could result. Thus “How old 
Cary Grant” in a telegram could mean “How old is Cary Grant?” 
or “How is old Cary Grant?”
It is now the turn of the cultural historians, who have studied 3) 
Grant’s fi lms and the attendant publicity. They can explain–what 
may not at all be obvious to a posterity that may, like most societies 
of the past, revere the gray beard–that many people wished to be 
regarded as younger than they were, either out of vanity or for 
fear that they would be passed over for employment, and that 
this was particularly true of actors, and even more true of actors 

1 This phrase was suggested by Mr. Stephen Bernstein who heard a version of this 
essay at the Young Israel of West Hartford. My thanks to Rabbi Brahm Weinberg for 
arranging the lecture and communicating Mr. Bernstein’s name.
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with the debonair, charming, light-hearted yet virile image that 
made Grant a star. For that reason, experts would hypothesize 
that Cary Grant wished to evade the direct question about his age. 
Cleverly exploiting the ambiguities of 20th century English and 
the conventions of the telegram, his response was a witticism so 
coruscating that it disarmed further efforts at interrogation.

If the joint forces of scholarship succeed in getting all this right, truth 
will have triumphed, and the successful knowledge workers will deserve 
their professional rewards. If they fail, because not enough relevant frag-
ments survive, and academic ingenuity and hard won multidisciplinary 
skills fall short, this little nugget of 20th century wit will remain opaque. 
Or more or less plausible speculations will be offered and debated, and 
nobody will be the wiser if they are correct or not. The world will pre-
sumably survive its ignorance here, as we have survived ignorance of so 
much else.

II

Without a living connection to the past, the investigator gropes in the 
dark: every grammatical form is a pitfall; every feature of the historical 
landscape is hopelessly obscure; all behavior seems meaningless. We can 
tolerate such gaps in our knowledge in many areas; we may live with un-
certainty, and even thrive, in many areas of Torah study and practice. At 
the same time, without the bedrock of tradition that preserves a lexicon 
of individual words, essential metaphors, and specifi c idioms, a living lan-
guage and a living culture cannot exist. Any attempt to create determi-
nate meaning out of nothing, in the manner of the Karaites, is doomed to 
failure.

This is the moral of the story about Hillel and the man who wished 
to convert to Judaism on condition that he would accept only the Written 
Law but not the Oral Law. In the fi rst lesson Hillel taught him the He-
brew alphabet; in the second he switched the letters. The potential con-
vert was enraged until Hillel pointed out that knowledge of the alphabet 
is transmitted through oral tradition; reject the elements dependent on 
accepted law and interpretation, and you have nothing: to those cut off 
from the tradition the Written Law no more interprets itself than 
Cary Grant’s joke. Fundamentally, this is not piety but common sense. 
Wittgenstein could not have put it more simply.
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The term for such determinate oral traditions of interpretation is 
halakha l’Moshe mi-Sinai, or more precisely perush mekubbal. For in-
stance: We believe that the ot (sign) and the totafot and the zikkaron 
(memorial) mentioned in Exodus 13 and Deuteronomy 6 refer to sacred 
inscriptions placed on the arm and forehead. The punishment, ayin tahat 
ayin, literally meaning “an eye for an eye,” is interpreted as an idiom en-
joining monetary compensation for bodily torts. The verse prohibiting 
the “seething of a kid in its mother’s milk” (Exodus 23; 34; Deuteronomy 
14) is also taken idiomatically as forbidding all cooking of milk and meat. 
The phrase mi-mohorat ha-shabbat, the day after the “Sabbath,” in Le-
viticus 23, which could mean either the morrow of the festival (Passover) 
or the Sunday after Passover (as maintained by Sadducees and Karaites) 
means the former.

These familiar interpretations are universally held within traditional 
Judaism. Whether they can be demonstrated without recourse to rabbinic 
tradition has been the subject of vigorous debate over the centuries, be-
ginning with Hazal, down through the classical commentaries, to present 
day academics and talmidei hakhamim. Sometimes the impetus to discus-
sion has been the hope that argument would fortify the authority of the 
tradition, strengthen the faith of believers, and perhaps even convince the 
deviant. Increasingly, Orthodox thinkers have been interested in the 
signifi cance of the fact that the Torah chose language that could be con-
strued in more than one sense. Following hints in the classical commen-
tators, we have sought to revivify the fi gures of speech, discovering new 
levels of peshat in the poetic image of “memorials between your eyes,” in 
the brutal literalness of lex taliones and in the suggestive imagery of kids 
and mothers, or in the ambiguity of a calendar that, in the absence of 
particular tradition, might reasonably be understood to set a festival on 
either of two different dates.

The insights that can be derived from such investigations are both 
fascinating intellectually and more than occasionally valuable for the seri-
ous study of Tanakh as the word of God. As a means to fi nally confi rm 
or refute the traditions of Torah she-b’al Peh, the endless arguments are 
ultimately inconclusive and a “weariness of fl esh.” Despite millennia of 
debate and polemic, enhanced for over a century by appeal to newly 
excavated extra-biblical data ranging from the Code of Hammurabi to 
the Epics of Ugarit, we arrive back where we started. My comments are 
not intended to dismiss the value of such inquiry; I engage in it myself. 
However, if you want to know what the verses of the Torah demand 
when they speak of totafot or torts or prohibited food or the dates of 
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festivals—and let us not forget that the Torah is not only an opportunity 
for antiquarian inquiry or even a canonical text for theological interroga-
tion, but also, at the most rudimentary level, a collection of particular 
commandments—you cannot avoid reliance on authoritative tradition. 
The story of Cary Grant is merely a reminder of this elementary truth.

III

For the last couple of years, talking about Biblical criticism has been a 
badge of sophistication in some corners of the Modern Orthodox world. 
Though many of those much preoccupied with the challenge have diffi -
culty defi ning exactly what it is, it is most commonly, and accurately, 
identifi ed with the Documentary Hypothesis.

John Barton, an intelligent exponent of Biblical criticism, recently 
explained, with customary elegance, what is at stake methodologically:

[I]n origin, source criticism is not a method but a hypothesis. And the 
way in which the hypothesis is tested is not scientifi c, but humanistic: its 
truth or falsity depends on whether the individual sources isolated by the 
hypothesis can be read with understanding. If they cannot, then the “so-
lution” is no solution at all but leaves us back where we began, with in-
coherent texts. The characteristic way of trying to refute source criticism 
then consists precisely in seeking to show, on the one hand, that the Pen-
tateuch is perfectly coherent as it stands or, on the other, that the hypoth-
esized sources are not themselves internally coherent—or, of course, 
both. Nowhere in this process, as far as I can see, is any particular method 
involved. There is no set of procedures one can apply to the text that will 
yield the classic four-source hypothesis about the Pentateuch. It results 
from noticing certain things about the texts that others had overlooked 
or explained away too quickly. We may fully grant that now, when source 
criticism has been established for a couple of centuries, students can be 
preconditioned to see the inconsistencies that form the basis of the the-
ory, even coerced into seeing them; and in this way source criticism can 
be turned into a kind of method that anyone can practice.

To the extent that we take seriously some of the things noticed by the 
critics that were previously overlooked, or in the case of the great Jewish 
exegetes, were noticed unsystematically, it is the task of contemporary 
Orthodox students to show how the Torah coheres in the light of our 
belief in Torah mi-Sinai. The goal of those engaged in this activity, calmly 
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and persistently, in solitude and in our various battei midrash, is not pri-
marily to refute the Documentary Hypothesis but rather to do justice to 
worthwhile questions within the larger framework of Torah study.

Some polemic against the Documentary Hypothesis concentrates on 
its intellectual and religious antecedents: The origins of the Hypothesis 
are tainted, so the results are poisoned too. Solomon Schechter’s dictum 
that the Higher Criticism is the Higher Anti-Semitism, aimed at its 19th 
century incarnation, is the most famous. To a limited degree, such genea-
logical analysis is pertinent. What is trumpeted and what is shouted down 
often depends on prior beliefs and current fashions.  Yet the justifi ed di-
agnosis of Wellhausen and Company’s Protestant odium towards the le-
gal core of the Torah, or the oft-repeated allegations that his reconstruction 
of Biblical religion was Hegelian (ridiculous to anyone who knows either 
Wellhausen or Hegel), do not establish whether phenomena cited by the 
theory are indeed worthy of notice. For that reason, Orthodox thinkers, 
who are more interested in developing our own understanding of these 
phenomena than in debunking the biases of the regnant school, are rela-
tively indifferent to such genealogies except insofar as the biases and their 
consequences continue to color later understanding.

One virtually invisible, and therefore uncriticized, axiom of academic 
Bible study is the assumption that Torah she-b’al Peh offers no privileged 
access to the meaning of Torah she-b’ktav. Conversely: there is confi dence 
that approaches prescinding from belief in the Oral Law, without a living 
connection to the linguistic, cultural and religious context of the Torah, 
may, without crippling disadvantage, reach “assured” results about its 
content and history, what it means and what it cannot mean. If ever there 
was a clear and unexamined manifestation of Luther’s doctrine of sola 
scriptura (Bible reading unguided by tradition) here it is.

The importance of a down-to-earth acknowledgement that we must 
rely on the knowledge yielded by tradition is well known, if rarely articu-
lated, by Orthodox scholars. Thus Barry Eichler, speaking of his experi-
ence teaching Bible and Assyriology at the University of Pennsylvania:

Especially in the fi eld of Biblical studies, where our knowledge is dependent 
on the accident of the archaeologist’s spade, one must be cognizant of the 
limits of our knowledge.  Just because I don’t have an answer for something 
now, doesn’t mean that there is no answer, nor does that mean that there is 
a reason to doubt the mesorah that has been handed down to me.

As already noted, I am not opposed to the cultivation of peshat. Much 
of my teaching and study is devoted to unpacking the surplus meaning 
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that remains after Torah she’b’al Peh has fi nished its work. Like Rashbam, 
I wonder whether the Torah intends some fi gurative connotation to the 
verses concerned with tefi llin. Like Rambam, Seforno and others, I am 
interested in the Torah’s use of the phrase “an eye for an eye.” Like 
R. Breuer, I am willing to consider whether the possibility of interpreting 
“the day after the Sabbath” in more than one way points to anything 
signifi cant. But sometimes the real life use of a phrase or a fi gure of speech 
is so clearly defi ned that seeking out alternative speculative meanings, 
whether more literal or more fi gurative or more ambiguous, is beside the 
point, and highlighting those alternatives, as if they were self-suffi cient, 
detracts from the everyday primary meaning. One must be wary of plac-
ing too much weight on speculations dependent on the accident of the 
exegete’s imaginative reconstruction, however incisive.

The capriciousness and undisciplined whimsy so rife in many popular 
discussions of Humash have had a ruinous effect on our capacity to dis-
tinguish truth from falsehood in Biblical study. Advocates of “peshat in 
the dark” techniques see themselves at the opposite end of the spectrum 
from the authors of divrei Torah based on strained coincidences, gematri-
yot and the like. Self-styled pashtanim may claim superiority by arguing 
that the questions they identify are legitimate rather than bogus. And 
the champions of shalosh seuddot Torah will retort that their own fanciful 
sallies at least do no harm, and do not undermine traditional beliefs. 
Yet both approaches, the pseudo-pious and the pseudo-academic, share a 
preference for undisciplined improvisation over solid but pedestrian tex-
tual study, and cultivate the glamour of transient originality where they 
should be searching for abiding insight.

That is why Ibn Ezra insisted that ignoring Rabbinic tradition ends 
up perverting the plain meaning of the text. That is why the Netsiv warned 
against promulgating peshat before taking possession of the oral tradition. 
Twenty years after his death, a mere half century after the celluloid 
achievements that made him one of the greatest icons of his age (“Every-
one wants to be Cary Grant, even I want to be Cary Grant”), everyone 
has moved on; most of my students have never heard of the man. If we 
want our contributions to Torah and our religious and intellectual com-
munities to stand, we should make sure to secure for ourselves, and for 
them, more abiding foundations.

Shalom Carmy
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