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INTRODUCTION

A

s the revealed word of God, the study of Tanakh should lie at the
heart of the learning of religious Jews along with the Talmud and
classical rabbinic thinkers. In Israel, particularly in the Religious
Zionist community, there has been a flourishing of serious Tanakh learning in recent decades. Thankfully, some of that excitement has spilled
over into America and beyond.
With every positive development, however, there are accompanying challenges. The scholarly values of the peshat school are espoused,
unaccompanied by our religious beliefs, throughout much of the secular academic establishment. Academic Bible study offers a wealth of
valuable information and analytic tools. However, it also poses severe
challenges to the very heart of traditional faith. The academic consensus asserts that the Torah was composed by different people and
schools, all from periods after Moses. Many scholars doubt or deny
the historicity of our foundational narratives. Ancient textual witnesses such as the Dead Sea Scrolls and Septuagint lead many to claim that
these variant texts are sometimes more reliable than the Masoretic Text.
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The ostensible conflicts between tradition and academic scholarship
have led many scholars, including several who identify with the Orthodox community, to conclude that traditional faith is incompatible with
scholarship. This supposition has led some to reject traditional belief
outright, or to radically redefine faith to make it compatible with their
scholarly conclusions, or to reinterpret classical sources in an attempt to
justify such radical paradigm shifts as being within tradition. These positions have led to counter-reactions in some Orthodox circles that adopt
excessively dogmatic and restrictive positions to prohibit scholarly inquiry or peshat learning altogether. Both sides may be motivated by a
profound and authentic religious desire to connect to God and the Torah, but they distort aspects of tradition and create dangerous and unnecessary rifts between us.
In Ad ha-Yom ha-Zeh, R. Amnon Bazak, one of the bright stars at
Yeshivat Har Etzion and its affiliated Herzog College, surveys classical
sources, and offers a sophisticated understanding of Tanakh and our
faith axioms while simultaneously being fully open to contemporary
scholarship. Addressing the fact that many in the Orthodox world disregard contemporary scholarship, R. Bazak offers three reasons why
such willful ignorance is inexcusable: (1) On educational grounds these
issues are publicized, and therefore rabbis and religious educators must
be able to address them intelligently. (2) Many of the questions are
genuine, and must be taken seriously on scholarly grounds. (3) We often stand to gain a better understanding of Tanakh with the aid of contemporary scholarship.
Significantly, R. Bazak presents the current state of scholarship and
uses sources judiciously, rather than proposing idiosyncratic theories of
his own. This book is indispensable for all who engage with the critical
issues of learning Tanakh, and particularly for rabbis and educators.1
R. Bazak frames his book as focused on the challenges from the secular academy. He explores the following topics: (1) the authorship of the
Torah and other biblical books; (2) the reliability of the Masoretic
Text; (3) archaeology and the historicity of the narratives in Tanakh and
comparative studies between Tanakh and ancient Near Eastern texts;
(4) the peshat-derash relationship; and (5) the sins of biblical heroes.
1

The material is translated into English and archived at the Virtual Beit Midrash
of Yeshivat Har Etzion, at http://www.vbm-torah.org/tanakhstudy.html. R. Moshe
Sokolow has a forthcoming book in English that addresses several of the same issues
and classical sources: Tanakh: An Owner’s Manual: Authorship, Canonization, Masoretic Text, Exegesis, Modern Scholarship and Pedagogy (Brooklyn, NY: Ktav, 2015).
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However, his book also addresses debates within the world of yeshivot,
especially regarding the extent to which we must reckon with the academic study of Bible.2 Yeshivat Har Etzion and Herzog College also recently published a collection of essays, Hi Sihati, My Constant Delight:
Contemporary Religious Zionist Perspectives on Tanakh Study (2013), to
address areas debated specifically in the Orthodox world.
R. Bazak’s central premise is that we must distinguish between facts
and compelling tools of analysis, which must be considered in our learning; and the assumptions of scholars, which we reject when they conflict
with traditional beliefs (12). R. Bazak argues that nothing based on facts
forces one to choose between faith and scholarship. In this essay, we will
review his main arguments with a focus on the most fundamental issue:
our belief in Torah min ha-Shamayim and purported clashes with contemporary scholarship.

THE EARLY DATE OF THE TORAH AND LATER GLOSSES
The text of the Torah never states that the Five Books of Moses were all
revealed by God to Moses. The term “torah” in the Torah generally refers
to subsections of what we now call the Torah. Only at the end of the
biblical period, in Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles, do we find verses that
likely refer to the entire Torah as we know it. Critics cite this evidence to
suggest that the final form of our Torah hails from the beginning of the
Second Temple period (21-29).
R. Bazak rejects this conclusion, countering that other biblical books
often refer to verses from the Torah, and there also are many literary parallels between the Torah and other biblical books. At least some of those
parallels suggest that the passages in Nakh are dependent on the Torah
(30-34). Additionally, the Patriarchs violate explicit Torah laws. If later
authors composed the Torah in a manner that reflected their own beliefs
through the narratives, as claimed by the critics, they would have invented
stories in which the Patriarchs are faithful to the Torah (269).3 The Torah
2
In 2002, this issue became explosive as a result of an unfortunate condemnation
by R. Zvi Thau from Yeshivat Har ha-Mor. On the positive side, his attack elicited
a series of thoughtful responses by teachers at Yeshivat Har Etzion and its affiliated
Herzog College, including R. Bazak. For a summary of that discussion, see Hayyim
Angel, “Torat Hashem Temima: The Contributions of Rav Yoel Bin-Nun to Religious
Tanakh Study,” Tradition 40:3 (Fall 2007), 9-11.
3
See also R. Yoel Bin-Nun, “Historiya u-Mikra—ha-Yelekhu Shenayim Yahdav?:
Sefer Bereshit,” Al Atar 7 (2000), 45-64. For a survey of medieval commentators who
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also features a unique vocabulary, which is difficult to explain if it were
composed later than other biblical books (103-105). Thus, the text evidence demonstrates that the Torah is earlier than the other biblical books.
That much of the Torah can be shown to pre-date Nakh, however,
does not prove that every verse in the Torah dates back to Moses. And in
fact, the Talmud and several medieval commentators agree that small
parts of the Torah may have been added by prophets later than Moses.
The starting point is the discussion in Bava Batra 14b-15a regarding
whether the final eight verses in the Torah—which narrate the death of
Moses—were written by Joshua or by Moses.
Medieval figures such as Ibn Ezra, R. Yehuda HeHasid, and R. Yosef
Tov Elem Bonfils (Tzafenat Pane’ah) explained several verses or halfverses as additions by later prophets. This position did not interfere with
their belief in Torah min ha-Shamayim. In their view, God revealed the
overwhelming majority of the Torah to Moses, and later prophets added
these minor glosses through prophecy. In this spirit, R. Bazak suggests
several additional examples that may have been added by later prophets
(49-65).
However, some contemporary scholars extend this argument to its
extreme, maintaining that even were one to believe that all the Torah was
revealed to different prophets after Moses, that position would still be
within tradition. In this manner, they argue that the academic consensus
is compatible with traditional Jewish belief as long as one believes that the
authors of the Torah were prophets.4
R. Mordechai Breuer rejected this view. One cannot equate the views
of classical commentators who allow for later prophetic glosses with the
views of those contemporary scholars who insist that most or all of the
Torah was written by prophets later than Moses.5 This view is inconsistent
with what Jews have historically believed, namely, that God revealed the
Torah to Moses. R. Breuer also insists that this contemporary extension is
recognized that the Patriarchs did not observe all of the commandments in the Torah,
see Uriel Simon, “Peshat Exegesis of Biblical History—Between Historicity, Dogmatism, and the Medieval Period” [in Hebrew], in Tehillah le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic
Studies in Honor of Moshe Greenberg, ed. Mordechai Cogan, Barry L. Eichler, and
Jeffrey Tigay (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1997), Hebrew section, 171*-203*.
4
See, for example, Israel Knohl, “Between Faith and Criticism” [in Hebrew],
Megadim 33 (2001), 123-126.
5
R. Mordechai Breuer, response to Israel Knohl, Megadim 33 (2001), 127-132.
Already in the 18th century, Or ha-Hayyim (on Deut. 34:5) expressed alarm when
he heard about some Jews who extended the talmudic view regarding the final eight
verses to lead to denial of faith in the Torah altogether.
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based on a misunderstanding of Torah min ha-Shamayim. That concept
does not simply mean “prophetic revelation,” and we would not say, for
example, that the Book of Isaiah is “min ha-Shamayim” in the same sense.
Torah min ha-Shamayim refers exclusively to the Torah, whose level of
divine revelation infinitely transcends that of other prophecy.6
R. Bazak adds that those phrases interpreted as later glosses could
hypothetically be removed and we still would have a full coherent text,
which tradition ascribes to God’s revelation to Moses (65-69).
In The Limits of Orthodox Theology, Professor Marc Shapiro demonstrated that many thinkers before and after Rambam espoused views different from that of Rambam’s formulations of the Principles of Faith. In
his review of that book, R. Yitzchak Blau cogently observed that Professor Shapiro is correct, but the existence of disagreements over the precise
boundaries of Jewish faith does not imply that anything goes. A wider
boundary still must be defined that unites classical Jewish thinkers.7 R.
Bazak’s thorough treatment of these critical topics is precisely what was
needed in response to R. Blau’s critique.

DOCUMENTARY HYPOTHESIS
The preponderance of contradictions in both narrative and legal sections
of the Torah, as well as the near-repetitions of several narratives and laws,
have long been recognized by our Sages and commentators. Generally,
however, they explained each issue individually, rather than asking the
more global question of why this phenomenon is so prevalent in the
Torah (81-88).
In the 18th and 19th centuries, liberal Protestant scholars began asking
this question in a systematic manner. After several generations of scholarly inquiry, Julius Wellhausen proposed the Documentary Hypothesis. It
is based on literary considerations such as repetitions and contradictions,
and also contains a historical component, as Wellhausen attempted to
6

R. Mordechai Breuer, “On Bible Criticism” (Hebrew), Megadim 30 (1999),
97-107.
7
Marc B. Shapiro, The Limits of Orthodox Theology: Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles Reappraised (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2004); R. Yitzchak
Blau, “Flexibility with a Firm Foundation: On Maintaining Jewish Dogma,” Torah
U-Madda Journal 12 (2004), 179-191. Shapiro writes as an intellectual historian
and not as a theologian, and therefore did not attempt to draw any boundaries from
his research. However, that work remained to be done, and R. Bazak has done an
admirable job.
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date the putative documents into an evolutionary history of Israel’s religion. This hypothesis dominated the academy for several generations,
and continues to hold sway in many academic circles, though it is not as
universally accepted as it had been.8
R. Bazak summarizes the primary arguments against the Documentary Hypothesis, many of which have been raised by academic scholars as
well (94-109). Even granting the weaknesses of the Documentary Hypothesis, however, we still need to explain the genuine literary evidence
that led the architects of the Documentary Hypothesis to their conclusions.
Rising to this challenge, R. Mordechai Breuer proposed his Theory
of Aspects (torat ha-behinnot). He posited that God revealed the Torah to
Moses in its complex form so that the multiple aspects of the infinite Torah could be presented in different sections. Since we are limited as humans, we cannot simultaneously entertain these perspectives, so they
appear to us as contradictory. The complete truth emerges only when one
takes all facets into account. In this manner, R. Breuer accepted the text
analysis of the Documentary Hypothesis while rejecting its underlying
beliefs and assumptions.9
There are weaknesses in R. Breuer’s theory, including several discussed by R. Bazak. Notwithstanding, Rabbis Yoel Bin-Nun10 and Shalom Carmy11 maintain that one must use a methodology that understands
different sections of the Torah as presenting aspects of a larger picture,
regardless of whether one accepts R. Breuer’s theory in its entirety, and
R. Bazak agrees with Rabbis Bin-Nun and Carmy (109-150).
To summarize, regnant academic theories do not force one to choose
between traditional faith and scholarship. Contemporary Orthodox
8
For a recent attempt to refine and defend the Documentary Hypothesis in
light of contemporary scholarly critiques, see Joel S. Baden, The Composition of the
Pentateuch: Renewing the Documentary Hypothesis (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2012).
9
For analysis of R. Breuer’s methodology, see Meir Ekstein, “Rabbi Mordechai
Breuer and Modern Orthodox Biblical Commentary,” Tradition 33:3 (Spring 1999),
6-23; R. Shalom Carmy, “Concepts of Scripture in Mordechai Breuer,” in Jewish Concepts of Scripture: A Comparative Introduction, ed. Benjamin D. Sommer (New York:
New York University Press, 2012), 267-279. For a collection of R. Breuer’s articles
on his methodology, and important responses to his work, see The Theory of Aspects of
Rabbi Mordechai Breuer [in Hebrew], ed. Yosef Ofer (Alon Shevut: Tevunot, 2005).
10
R. Yoel Bin-Nun, “Teguva le-Divrei Amos Hakham be-Inyan Torat ha-Te’udot
ve-Shitat ha-Behinnot” [in Hebrew], Megadim 4 (1987), 91.
11
R. Shalom Carmy, “Always Connect,” in Where the Yeshiva Meets the University:
Traditional and Academic Approaches to Tanakh Study, ed. Hayyim Angel, Conversations 15 (Winter 2013), 8-9.
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scholars address the text evidence, while rejecting the underlying assumptions of those scholars who hold different beliefs.

TEXT CRITICISM
We stand in awe of the Jewish scribal tradition for its painstaking efforts
to transmit the text of Tanakh and particularly the Torah. Nevertheless, it
is difficult to insist that our Torah scrolls are letter-perfect versions of
the text that God revealed to Moses, and our Sages and commentators
were well aware of this reality. The Masoretic Text differs—sometimes
meaningfully—from the text of Tanakh used by our Sages in their derashot.
Our Sages and commentators acknowledged variants and expressed uncertainty about a number of elements in the text. There also are significant variants between the most authoritative versions of what we call the
Masoretic Text (183-210). From within canonical sources alone, then,
one must arrive at the conclusion of R. Yaakov Weinberg:
The words of Ani Ma’amin and the words of the Rambam, “the entire
Torah in our possession today [was given to us by the Almighty through
Moshe Rabbeinu],” must not be taken literally, implying that all the letters of the present Torah are the exact letters given to Moshe Rabbeinu.
Rather, it should be understood in a general sense that the Torah we
learn and live by is for all intents and purposes the same Torah that was
given to Moshe Rabbeinu.12

After surveying the classical sources, R. Bazak then discusses the
Dead Sea Scrolls, Septuagint, and other ancient textual witnesses (210243). These versions often reflect interpretive or ideological changes
from the Masoretic Text. However, sometimes it is possible that they reflect genuine versions of the Hebrew text.
Although the Masoretic Text of the Torah may not be a letter-perfect
transmission from Moses, we accept it on halakhic grounds for writing

12
R. Yaakov Weinberg, Fundamentals and Faith: Insights into the Rambam’s 13
Principles, ed. Mordechai Blumenfeld (Southfield, MI: Targum-Feldheim, 1991), 91.
For surveys of the views of classical commentators, see B. Barry Levy, Fixing God’s
Torah: The Accuracy of the Hebrew Bible Text in Jewish Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); Yeshayahu Maori, “Rabbinic Midrash as Evidence for Textual
Variants in the Hebrew Bible: History and Practice,” trans. Hayyim Angel, in Modern
Scholarship in the Study of Torah: Contributions and Limitations, ed. Shalom Carmy
(Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1996), 101-129.
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Torah scrolls. Additionally, in his introduction to the Book of Leviticus,
R. David Zvi Hoffmann argues that, since textual emendations cannot be
conclusively proven, in practice we treat the Masoretic Text as God’s revealed word and interpret that text. Finally, R. Bazak shows several examples where a superficial reading of each passage may have led to
proposed emendations, but a more careful reading reveals that the Masoretic Text is preferable.

ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE HISTORICITY OF TANAKH
Archaeology presents an entirely different set of challenges from those
discussed above. Many contemporary archaeologists dismiss the historicity of our foundational stories, including the existence of the Patriarchs,
the exodus from Egypt, and the conquest and settlement of Israel. R.
Bazak addresses the most important questions of each historical period
(247-316).
Once again, there are facts that must be taken seriously, and there are
assumptions that should be rejected: (1) Many archaeologists rely on the
speculative assertions of Bible criticism, which are unproven. (2) Many
archaeologists have political and religious agendas, and their interpretations of the data reflect those agendas. (3) Those who deny the historicity of the Torah’s narratives generally make such arguments based on lack
of evidence, but arguments from silence are weak.
Moreover, R. Bazak argues that the Patriarchal narratives reflect the
realities of their period and do not reflect the realities of a much later era
when critics claim they were written. The same is true of the exodus from
Egypt. R. Bazak quotes R. Yoel Bin-Nun, who observes that nobody living some 1000 years after these events could have invented details that so
closely reflect the periods in which the Torah says they occurred.13 Additionally, many of the ostensible conflicts that archaeologists raise between
their findings and the biblical text are based on superficial readings of the
biblical text.
One element lacking from R. Bazak’s discussion is the extent to
which tradition insists that we must accept that every detail in the stories
is intended to be understood in a rigidly literal way. R. Bazak states simply
that our faith requires belief in the historicity of the narratives since those
13

For a thorough treatment of the different periods that details this argument,
see Kenneth A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2003).
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events form the basis for mitsva observance. He then extends this argument by observing that if one begins casting doubt on some details, one
may come to doubt the historicity of the stories altogether (250).
This is the one occasion in Ad ha-Yom ha-Zeh where R. Bazak greatly
oversimplifies a complex issue. Not all traditional interpreters accept one
hundred percent of the Torah as literal. Talking animals, the appearance of
angels, and divine body parts and emotions, among many others, convinced several of our greatest thinkers that if there is a conflict between the
literal reading of the Torah and reason-science, then the Torah must be
reinterpreted. Rambam stated,
I believe every possible happening that is supported by a prophetic statement and do not strip it of its plain meaning. I fall back on interpreting a
statement only when its literal sense is impossible, like the corporeality of
God: the possible however remains as stated (Treatise on Resurrection).14

Rambam included considerably more than God’s corporeality among the
impossible, and therefore allegorized many biblical passages.
Citing Rambam, Professor Uriel Simon suggested that a traditionalist
should accept the literal reading of Tanakh unless it contradicts genuine
archaeological evidence—the position of the “maximalists.”15 To apply
this principle to a specific example: Many critics argue that camels were
not domesticated until the 12th century BCE. However, Abraham and
Jacob are said to have had camels. Therefore, the critics conclude that
Genesis must have been written in a much later period, anachronistically
inserting camels into its narratives.
As noted above, arguments from silence are weak to begin with, and
therefore this hardly could be considered a conflict at the level of fact. In
this instance, however, R. Bazak asserts that the archaeological record
and the biblical text are in sync. We now have evidence of limited camel
domestication much earlier than the 12th century BCE, and that process
of domestication became more widespread after the 12th century. Similarly, the Patriarchs had few camels, whereas camels become more prevalent beginning in the Book of Judges, which relates events after the 12th
century BCE (260-263). Thus, R. Bazak demonstrates that we may accept the literal reading as historical.
14

Translation from Crisis and Leadership: Epistles of Rambam, Abraham S. Halkin,
trans. and D. Hartman (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985), 228.
15
Uriel Simon, “Post-Biblical and Post-Zionist Archaeology” [in Hebrew], in
Ha-Pulmus al ha-Emet ha-Historit ba-Mikra, ed. Yisrael L. Levin and Amihai Mazar
(Jerusalem: Yad Yitzhak Ben Zvi, 2001), 135-140.
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What of the position of Professor Simon, though? Is there room in
tradition for the argument that the Torah need not be taken literally on
small details if there were to be an apparent conflict with scholarship? A
more effective argument for R. Bazak would have been a systematic treatment of the boundaries of tradition regarding taking the Torah’s narratives
literally, followed by his chapter on archaeology that insists that contemporary archaeology does not in fact conflict with the Torah’s narratives.16

CONCLUSION
To some extent, Ad ha-Yom ha-Zeh is intended as an “inoculation” for
questions against faith by arguing that one does not need to choose between faith and scholarship. While understanding that we cannot conclusively answer all questions, R. Bazak espouses the tenets of our faith and
forthrightly addresses the major issues within the realm of contemporary
Bible scholarship. We have an educational obligation to knowledgeably
confront challenges. It is hoped that rabbis, educators, and all who are
interested in serious Tanakh learning will study this book in its entirety.
R. Bazak’s approach also fosters a language that speaks to believers and
non-believers alike, building bridges and open dialogue based on traditional faith and scholarship for the sake of Heaven. Religious scholarship
benefits from contemporary findings—both information and methodology. On the other side of the equation, the academy stands to benefit from
those who are heirs to thousands of years of tradition, who approach every
word of Tanakh with awe and reverence, and who care deeply about the
intricate relationship between texts.17 The academy also must become more
aware of its own underlying biases. It also is hoped that members of
the academic community will read Ad ha-Yom ha-Zeh and respond to
R. Bazak’s learned challenges to some of today’s regnant academic theories. In this manner, we may refine the genuine scholarly issues in mutual
dialogue.
16

For an effort to define the parameters of what is traditionally acceptable within
the allegorization of biblical passages, see Joshua L. Golding, “On the Limits of NonLiteral Interpretation of Scripture from an Orthodox Perspective,” Torah U-Madda
Journal 10 (2001), 37-59.
17
Cf. Michael V. Fox: “Medieval Jewish commentary has largely been neglected in
academic Bible scholarship, though a great many of the ideas of modern commentators arose first among the medievals, and many of their brightest insights are absent
from later exegesis” (Anchor Bible 18A: Proverbs 1-9 [New York: Doubleday, 2000],
12).
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Finally, and most importantly, as R. Shalom Carmy regularly emphasizes, our primary focus must be the encounter of God’s word in Tanakh,
rather than the study of ancillary subjects such as history, linguistics, or
literature for their own sake. Nor should we become overly distracted by
the challenges of Bible Criticism:
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…is
not primarily to refute the Documentary Hypothesis but rather to do
justice to worthwhile questions within the larger framework of Torah
study.18

Our early morning daily liturgy challenges us: “Ever shall a person be
God-fearing in secret as in public, who admits the truth and speaks truth
in his heart.” May we be worthy of pursuing that noble combination in
the study of Tanakh.

18

R. Shalom Carmy, “A Peshat in the Dark: Reflections on the Age of Cary Grant,”
Tradition 43:1 (Spring 2010), 4-5. See also, for example, “Always Connect” 1-12;
“Homer and the Bible,” Tradition 41:4 (Winter 2008), 1-7; “A Room with a View,
but a Room of Our Own,” in Modern Scholarship in the Study of Torah: Contributions and Limitations, ed. Shalom Carmy (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc., 1996),
1-38; “To Get the Better of Words: An Apology for Yir’at Shamayim in Academic
Jewish Studies,” Torah U-Madda Journal 2 (1990), 7-24.
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