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THE LIMITS OF NON-LITERAL INTERPRETATION
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The Torah Shebichtav is multi-layered and multi-dimensional; it permits multiple levels of interpretation. Consider the
difference between the Torah understanding of a word - ‘davar’ - which is also a ‘thing’ in itself; almost a 3D object
which can be analysed from different perspectives. Compare this with the Aristotelean (and modern secular) concept of
the ‘word’ - ‘logos’ - which is a mere convention to communicate the form of a thing. The secular ‘word’ is never an

intrinsic source of truth
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Avraham, following his Brit Milah, is in deep communion with Hashem. Then 3 visitors appear. Avraham deals with

their needs, escorts them out and then picks up again in a conversation with Hashem
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The Rambam writes in Moreh Nevuchim that any time a character in Tanach sees or speaks to a malach, this can ONLY

take place in a prophecy, dream or vision and NEVER in a physical plane
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The Ramban deeply rejects and challenges this this interpretation - to the point that he states that it is prohibited to

believe such a view!
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5. .. it is a well-know fact that every statement found in the Bible is to be understood in its literal sense except for those
that cannot be so construed for one of the following four reasons:-
(@) It may, for example, either be rejected by the observation of the senses, such as the statement: Awnd the man called his
wife’s name Eve because she was the mother of all living things, whereas we see that the ox and the lion are not the offspring of
womankind ...
(i) Or else the literal sense may be negated by reason, such as that of the statement “For the Lord your G-d is a devonring
fire” ... now fire is something created and defective, for it is subject to extinction. Hence it is logically inadmissible that
God resembles it.
(ii) ..by an explicit text of a contradictory nature, in which case it would become necessary to interpret the first
statement in a non-literal sense....
(iv) Finally, any Biblical statement to the meaning of which rabbinic tradition has attached a certain reservation is to be
interpreted by us in keeping with this authentic tradition. Thus it has been transmitted to us that the punishment of
stripes consists of 39 blows, although the Scripture states “Forty stripes he may give him”
There exist, then, only these four possible reasons for a non-literal interpretation of the verses of the Sacred
Writ, there being no fifth!

Sefer Emunot Vedeot 7:2 (Rosenblatt translation 1948)
Rav Saadia Gaon takes a position that the default when analyzing any verses in Tanach must be that they are literal
unless there is a good reason to interpret them non-literally. He lists 4 such reasons

(A) Literal Readings negated by our senses
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To what extent would this include words or descriptions in Torah which appear to be negated by science - eg (i) the age
of the Universe -vs- the ‘days’ of creation, dew ‘fallng’ from the sky. See also (D) below - DN %2 WIS 1NN NI2T

(B) Literal Readings negated by other verses
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(C) Literal Readings negated by Chazal
(C1) Halachic Texts
In deriving halacha Chazal consistently analyze verses in a non-literal way eg
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“Do not cook a kid in its mothers milk” becomes “Do not eat meat and milk cooked together”
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“If the sun shines on him” becomes “If it is totally clear that he won't kill”
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"They will spread out the sheet” becomes “They will bring clear evidence”

However, this is drash and not pshat! Chazal acknowledge that they are analyzing verses on a more metaphoric,
halachic or hermeneutic level
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In a few places in Shas (see here and also Yevamot 11b and 24a) Chazal raise the principle of Y099 Y11 RS» N9pn PN -
that notwithstanding any ‘drash’ interpretation of a verse, this does not negate the peshat understanding. Peshat here
means the natural flow of the verse (cf XYt 7Y0W9) in its grammatical, textual and contextual setting. Drash would be
more of a homiletic, halachic or metaphoric meaning

(C2) Narrative Texts

Chazal are also generally focused on the midrashic aspects of the texts. Take this classic example
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Did Yaakov take one or many stones
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Chazal understadning midrashically that the stones were separate and quarrelled. As a consequence of Yaakov’s dream
and nevuah, they merged into one by the morning - a powerful mashal for the state of the Jewish people, now and in the
messianic future
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Rashbam (and also Ibn Ezra and Redak) understands that the peshat only ever referred to one stone
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The Rashbam explains that Chazal were much less interested in peshat and looked always to draw the deeper midrashic
meanings from the verses. Only later did the Rishonim decide to focus much more on peshat

In all of these cases, peshat would seem to indicate a MORE literal reading than drash. In many situation we see that the
pashtanim (particularly Ibn Ezra, Redak and Rashbam) argue with the midrashic interpretations of Chazal and insist on
a much more literal reading of the verses. Consider the following positions by Ibn Ezra (based on pshat) which
contradict the approach of Chazal:-

* that Yitzchak could not have been 37 at the Akeida

* that Yaakov did lie to Yitzchak when he claimed to be Esav

* that Yocheved could not have been 130 when she gave birth to Moshe
* Reuven really did have relations with Bilha

Ibn Ezra was later heavily criticized for he alternative interpretations (particularly by the Maharshal). However, in each
case he was arguing for a more literal or logical understanding of verses not a less literal peshat.

Is it the case that the peshat itself is ever seen in an entirely non-literal way?
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Chazal debate when lyov lived. As part of this discussion, they bring a view that lyov is an entirely fictional character!
Although the gemara challenges this view by asking what then is the purpose of the seemingly needless details in the
narrative, nevertheless the view is not refuted.

(D) Literal Readings negated by Reason

The classical examples of these category are the many examples where the text refers to G-d in a physical way and yet
the verses are taken non-literally to avoid anthropomorphism
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The Rambam here rules in the Mishna Torah that all expressions which appear to use human characteristics - either
physical or emotional - when describing Hashem must be read in a non-literal way. He invokes the principle -
OIN 92 YW NN 1937 - the Torah uses language in a ‘human’ way - ie expressions that people can relate to but which
may not be literally correct
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The Rambam understands that, at least in terms of anthropomorphism, the Torah speaks in a language that people can
understand in a simple way. Other Rishonim, notably R. Yosef Ibn Kaspi, extent this to other parts of the Torah which
may be written in a manner which is simplified and accessible but not necessary entirely accurate

21. ... it is not admissibile that a verse be construed in any other than its literal sense except for one of the four reasons
mentioned by us previously. Where however none of these reasons exists, the verses are to be taken in their explicit
meaning. For if it were necessary to construe every verse of Sacred Writ in whatever figurative sense is possible
without compelling proof, not a single revealed law would be maintained, since they are all capable of non-literal
interpretation.

Let me present several detailed illustrations of the above and say that, for example, the statement of the Torah: You
shall kindle no fire [thonghout your habitations on the Sabbath day] might allegorically be taken to mean “Do not set up armies
in battle array on the Sabbath day”, corresponding to Scripture’s remark elsewhere: for a fire is gone out of Cheshbon...
(Numbers 21:28)

The injunction, again, of “There shall be no leavened bread eaten” might be construed allegorically as signifying refraining
from fornication, in keeping with the statement made by Scripture elsewhere: They are all adulterers, as an oven heated by
the baker, who ceaseth to stir from the kneading of the dough until it be leavened (Hosea 7:4)

Furthermore the commandment: “Thou shall not take the mother with the young” would be interpreted as meaning: “Do not
kill an old man and his children in war”, just as it does in the statement of Jacob: Lest he come and smite me, the mother with
the children.... (Genesis 32:12) ...........

Also, if this kind of interpretation is necessary for the legal section of Scripture, it must likewise apply to the narrative
portion. Consequently, the statement of the Torah: “And the Children of Lsrael went into the midst of the sea on dry ground and
the waters were a wall unto them” might be interpreted allegorically to mean that they entered midway between the armies,
since in the language of Scripture armies are compared to bodies of water.....

Similarly the statement of Scripture: “And the sun stood still, and the moon stayed, until the nation had avenged
themselves of their enemies” (Joshua 10:13) could be interpreted allegorically to mean that the government would be
firmly established and the kingdom maintain itself, in accordance with the statement made elsewhere: Thy sun shall go
down no more, neither shall thy moon withdraw itself (Isaiah 60:20)

Sefer Emunot Vedeot 7:4 (Rosenblatt translation 1948)
Rav Saadia is concerned that a unlimited non-literal approach will cause people to undermine the halachic mitzvot,
giving them licence to re-interpret mitzvot in metaphorical ways. His objection also extents to verses which are not
specifically ‘mitzvot’ but are important for maintaining authentic Jewish philosophy - eg leaving Egypt, miracles
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Appendix

Now, Kaspi rather boldly takes a third step and more or less systematically extends the parameters of this philological
principle to include issues and problems totally unrelated to anthropomorphism. In so doing, he converts it from a pedagogic
principle which provides a license for allegorical interpretation to an hermeneutical principle which provides a lesson in
what we would call historicism. Many scriptural statements, covered by this plastic rubric, are seen as ..... statements which
reflect the assumptions or projections or behavioral patterns of the people involved rather than an abstract truth. In its
Kaspian adaptation, the rabbinic dictum may then be paraphrased as follows: “The Torah expressed things as they were
believed or perceived or practiced by the multitude and not as they were in actuality.”

...Leshon bene adam is not just a carefully calculated concession to certain shortcomings of the masses, that is, their inability
to think abstractly, but a wholesale adoption of mass views and local customs... The Torah did not endorse or validate these
views; it merely recorded them and a proper philosophic sensibility will recognize them... Leshon bene adam, which insists
that the text be interpreted in accord with all rules of language as well as all realia, including folk beliefs, enables the exegete
to sustain a literalist-contextual approach, thus obviating the need for excessive allegory and yet not doing violence to
philosophic conviction... [Ibn Kaspi] proposes an alternate exegetic procedure, simple yet far-reaching, which will yield a
literal understanding of the text without adding or emending or shuffling. This procedure combines exegetical naturalism —
trying to understand everything in the context of ordinary experiences — and historicism — noting cultural realities,
differences in manners, habits, geography, expression.

Rabbi Isadore Twersky, “Joseph ibn Kaspi: Portrait of a Medieval Jewish Intellectual,” Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature,
volume 1 (Harvard University Press, 1979), Isadore Twersky, ed., pp. 239-242:




