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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

148 - EXPLORING THE BOUNDARIES OF

LITERAL AND NON-LITERAL READINGS OF CHUMASH - PART 2
OU ISRAEL CENTER - FALL 2019

« All Torah commentators agree that the Chumash has incredible depth which enables, and requires, us to look for multiple meanings
in its verses. Thus, Torah can be read on many different levels - Pshat, Remez, Drash and Sod being just some of the options.

* But the question at hand is not our openness to multiple meanings, but to the possible negation of the literal meaning. Are there
circumstance in which we can state with confidence that a verse MAY NOT be read literally?

* In Part 1 we learnt that the first commentator to comprehensively address the issue of literal and non-literal readings of Chumash
was Rav Saadia Gaon. He set out a basic presumption of literalism - that our default position will always be to read a verse in Tanach
literally?, unless there are good reasons not to. Such a justification for non-literalism would have to fall into one or more of 4
categories:

(i) If the literal reading is negated by what we know from our senses. We also addressed the question of whether this category includes
cases where the meaning of a verse is negated by scientific knowledge.

(i) If the literal meaning is negated by reason. This would include readings which are directed by what we know to be the philosophical
truths of Judaism - eg that God cannot have a physical body.

(iii) If the literal meaning is negated by another verse.

(iv) Where the literal meaning has been negated by Chazal as part of the Oral Law.

A] RAMBAM

A1] ‘DIBRA TORAH BELASHON BNEI ADAM’
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The Rambam insists that, in any description of God, the Torah uses ‘human language’. Any such wording must always
be interpreted as a parable.
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The expression ‘dibra Torah belashon bnei Adam’ can be found in a number of places in Chazal. Classically, it
represents a dispute between R. Akiva and R. Yishmael about the way in which we are to read repetitions and other
apparent anomalies in the text. R. Akiva subscribes to a position of ‘omnisignificance” when reading the text. This
assumes that any word or even letter that might seem superfluous must be assigned a meaning. R. Yishmael reads the
text in a more literary manner, explaining that apparent superfluities or anomalies are required by grammatical
conventions or literary style.

1. As compared with the default position when reading Midrash, which is to assume a non-literal meaning, unless there are good reasons to read it literally.

2. Aterm coined by Biblical scholar James Kugel. See /¢ /s No Empty Thing": Nahmanides and the Search for Omnisignificance, R. Yaakov Elman, Torah U-Madda Journal

Vol. 4 (1993), pp. 1-83. Available at
https://www.academia.edu/36012147/Yaakov_Elman_It_lIs_No_Empty_Thing_Nahmanides_and_the_Search_for_Omnisignificance_Torah_U-Madda_Journal_4_1993_1-83
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You, no doubt, know the Talmudical saying ... ‘The Torah speaks according to the language of man’ - that is to say expressions
which can easily be comprehended and understood by all, are applied to the Creator. Hence the description of God by
attributes implying corporeality, in order to express His existence: because the multitude of people do not easily conceive
existence unless in connection with a body .... It would have been superfluous thus to dilate on this subject, were it not for the
mass of the people, who are accustomed to such ideas. It has been necessary to expatiate on the subject, as we have
attempted, for the benéefit of those who are anxious to acquire perfection, to remove from them such notions as have grown up
with them from the days of youth.

Maimonides - Moreh Nevuchim 1:26 (translation: M. Friedlander)

A2] THE RAMBAM'S LIMITS ON NON-LITERAL INTERPRETATION

4,

In my discussion in the Guide of the creation of the world, | pointed out that it necessarily follows that once the doctrine of the
production [creation] of the universe is accepted, all miracles are possible; therefore the Resurrection is possible. | 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 allegorically only when its plain meaning is impossible, like the corporeality of God. The possible
however remains as stated. Anyone who continually strives to explain the Resurrection away ... does so not because it is
naturally unlikely, but because it is rationally inconceivable. If this is the case, the same is necessarily true with respect to the
other miracles.

Maimonides - Ma’amar Techiat Hametim (translated in Crisis and Leadership p228 and 230)’

In the Treatise on Resurrection, the Rambam reasserts the presumption of literalism - all verses MUST be read literally
unless there is a good reason not to - in this case the corporeality of God, which is philosophically impossible.

We do not reject the Eternity of the Universe, because certain passages in Scripture confirm the Creation. For such passages
are not more numerous than those in which God is represented as a corporeal being; nor is it impossible or difficult to find for
them a suitable interpretation. We might have explained them in the same manner as we did in respect to the Incorporeality of
God. We should perhaps have had an easier task in showing that the Scriptural passages referred to are in harmony with the
theory of the Eternity of the Universe if we accepted the latter, than we had in explaining the anthropomorphisms in the Bible
when we rejected the idea that God is corporeal.

For two reasons, however, we have not done so, and have not accepted the Eternity of the Universe. First, the Incorporeality of
God has been demonstrated by proof: those passages in the Bible, which in their literal sense contain statements that can be
refuted by proof, must and can be interpreted otherwise. But the Eternity of the Universe has not been proved. A mere
argument in favour of a certain theory is not sufficient reason for rejecting the literal meaning of a Biblical text, and explaining
it figuratively, when the opposite theory can be supported by an equally good argument. Secondly, our belief in the
Incorporeality of God is not contrary to any of the fundamental principles of our religion: it is not contrary to the words of any
prophet. Only ignorant people believe that it is contrary to the teaching of Scripture: but we have shown that this is not the
case: on the contrary, Scripture teaches the Incorporeality of God.

If we were to accept the Eternity of the Universe as taught by Aristotle, that everything in the Universe is the result of fixed
laws, that Nature does not change, and that there is nothing supernatural, we_should necessarily be in opposition to the
foundation of our religion. We should dishelieve all miracles and signs, and certainly reject all hopes and fears derived from
Scripture, unless the miracles are also explained figuratively. The Allegorists amongst the Mohammedans have done this, and
have thereby arrived at absurd conclusions.

If, however, we accepted the Eternity of the Universe in accordance with the second of the theories which we have expounded
above (ch. xxiii.), and assumed, with Plato, that the heavens are likewise transient, we should not be in opposition to the
fundamental principles of our religion: this theory would not imply the rejection of miracles, but, on the contrary, would admit
them as possible. The Scriptural text might have been explained accordingly, and many expressions might have been found in
the Bible and in other writings that would confirm and support this theory. But there is no necessity for this expedient, so long
as the theory has not been proved. As there is no proof sufficient to convince us, this theory need not be taken into
consideration, nor the other one. We take the text of the Bible literally, and say that it teaches us a truth which we cannot
prove: and the miracles are evidence for the correctness of our view.

Maimonides - Moreh Nevuchim 2:25 (translation: M. Friedlander)

In the Guide, the Rambam sets out his position in more detail. He will adopt a non-literal understanding of the Chumash
when needed to comply with a philosophical or scientific position which is both (i) proven® and (ii) does not undermine
one of the principle of Jewish belief. Where a core Torah belief” is at stake, the Rambam will uphold the literal meaning
and not try to fit the text around an offending scientific or philosophical position.

3.
4.

5.

Epistles of Maimonides - Crisis and Leadership trans Abraham Halkin JPS 1985

The required standard of ‘proof’ must be defined. Clearly, we would not be required to read verses non-literally to accord with any and every scientific or philosophical theory.
However, some positions have stood the test of academic scrutiny and would be considered sufficiently ‘proven’. There will no doubt be a grey area of dispute in the middle.

There will also be a significant discussion as to what does and what does not constitute a ‘core Torah belief’. The Rambam, and others, will no doubt fall back on the 13 Ikarim. But
there is certainly room for discussion on this. See 7he Limits of Orthodox Theology by Marc B. Shapiro.
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6. You surely know that many verses of the holy Law are not to be taken literally. Since it is known through proofs of reason that
it is impossible for the thing to be literally so, the translator [Aramaic targum] rendered it in a form that reason will abide. A
man should never cast his reason behind him, for the eyes are set in front and not in backe.

Maimonides - Letter on Astrology (translated R. Isadore Twersky - A Maimonides Reader (1972) p. 472

A3] ANGELS IN TANACH - PHYSICAL OR SPIRITUAL?
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The Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim understands that, since a malach is an emanation from God and cannot have physical
form, so too all interactions in Tanach between a person and a malach must be happening in a non-physical state - ie one
of prophecy. This is true of the three angels who visit Avraham to give him the news of Yitzchak’s birth, as well as the
angel with whom Yaakov fights.
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The Ramban rejects this understanding TOTALLY! Not only does he feel that it does not reflect a correct pshat in the
narrative (does the destruction of Sedom by the melachim also happen in a prophecy of Lot’!?), he also considers it to be
a dangerous position to hold in hashkafic terms’.

B] RAMBAN
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The Ramban, although a mystic and kabbalist, adopts an understanding of the verses concerning the placement of the
rainbow which concurs with science. Since the rainbow is a natural phenomenon, he reads the verses to mean that the
rainbow had always existed naturally since creation, but was now given the significance of the brit Noach.

6. Prof Menachem Kellner in Science in the Beit Midrash p234 uses this passage to argue that “To all intents and purposes, science becomes our measure for understanding the
Torah.” It does not seem however that the passages he quotes support this thesis. As noted in Part 1, the Rambam explicitly allows for supernatural miracles in explaining verses
literally. Also the translation Prof Kellner brings of source 6 above (ibid p245 n30), whilst supportive of his thesis, may not be faithful to the original. It certainly differs from that of
R. Prof. Twersky.

7. The Abarbanel addresses some of these questions of the Ramban by explaining that the episode in Sedom DID occur in a prophecy, but that of Avraham. The whole parasha
(including Lot’s wife turning to salt) therefore occurs in this nevuah, which ends at Bereishit 19:27 when Avraham awakens the next day to see the physical smoke rising from a
destroyed Sedom. Other mefarshim explain that the episode in Sedom occurred in a prophecy of Lot. See Judaism Reclaimed (2019) - R. Shmuel Phillips - Chapter 8.

8. The Ramban, as a kabbalist and mystic, is comfortable with a blurring of the line between the physical and the spiritual. In his world view, an angel can indeed take on temporary
physical form. For the Rambam, this itself is a dangerous and borderline heretical position which leads down a slippery slope to corporealization of the Divine. This dispute between
the Rambam and Ramban can also be seen in their respective positions on Olam HaBa (for the Rambam entirely spiritual, and for the Ramban a combined physical/spiritual
balance, like that of Gan Eden).
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C] RASHBA

12 DN PIDADY TPYNND NPPNN TN DYDY PNTO DN W1 IDON 1N R¥PIY DY OMIATN DN D VTN YT A 10.
DN NN .YAVN NI YINNIN I XOX IMPO NPPNN PRY 19D DY ANP PRY NXIN DPPNN NNNA XIA0D
N I WHIVY M DI NNNA DN STHN TAN I DY NINN NOI2 XIND 121 OXIAN DN D57 OINWN D1 OVIDIN
ND NN NN N NDIAPNY D) MINIPNN IXRNN DY ONION 2910 OXIY DV YDA NNONN NYIAPN TSN NON
TPNNND NTN IOYA PV DI MNTH OYYIAN NI POND> XD NI I2T MY .IXIN 12 NVND NPPNN D NPPNN NNXIN
VRYD NTNM JTPM PO O NYIPI YADN THI MIAND WYY DD DPPA NN TAX PIND> NOY 1D 1Ny
INYY 12T YN 1I2TI DN NI T 9 D1V DIV DODI9NNNY 29 DY GNX) VIV TN DOIN INWY YD
e DNOAIN
a1 992 ¥ MIRYNIN YAV NNNKD MVND DNPPN PRY DTN NN ONY OMPI2TA NHPNN P2 INIOIN TN I B
919210 LVIY 1 NN PID QN PATY XD 51920 NN NIANIYN JAND NDPWND .DMAD ONY TN XD MO DOXIN NI
02 DNYT QN DY YYNTHPY DD AN YAON TTIA RY 92T YO0 .M 1A PON M DY MIAPN YTON OIPH NN
DDIMVY 1D PAD 1521210 N HVDIND MY 19D DX NNNI .JTON INX P D31720 TOIWY IWMIN INN ) MYNNIN
e DIPDY DONNNY MIYOLN T2 YPID THIN NIN PIVI IDIN DPPNNY NN 129 DIDID PIYD
DIN9N YN YN XINW DT PYYA ¥ ©INHDMN 13T NNV DYTONN NHNN MONHN BN D5 ¥ C
N POYT PRY 29D JWn NINIPND 1Y DOUM NNHVIVON NPPNY MINY PP 191 ONIN Y9 D915 DI
NIMO TPHDIDAN NNOINNY 9 DY AN NN MNIPHN YID INIY 3DON DXN WD NINWI DN 1IN IN MNI) )Y
TINIPHN PIYI HWN TITI MINIPHRN DI YISO YN TNNI NION 12 NI DXDNIN PRY DNNN NPNN PIYD .ONMIN
N9APNY NTY M OIPND) NN NHONIIN NYAPN NN DNMIONY NIONY INPIN YNN PIY DININD NP INIY
NOYNY OYN NNONVY 29D NDAPN 1D NPPN PH2IYN PRY NHN RN NY 1PN IX) TPNDON NPPNN HLIN
e MOPPON
DON NYAP XY ONID) I2T DM ROV 29D DD IPNN DOMYN DOV DNV 1N TN DWYNND PN MN) D
)97 HYN NIN 1 IR INNND DMLV DXINDN P NXP WIAN IPNRYI NNDY 1IN TN DIWNN NIV 11 .01RONN
D*21N51 YTV MMPN NN MTIND 1D ¥ NNID HY NI DY IMNK DOWNRI NND) JIWN NNIN 292 VNN PINT PINY
VN 111
ONNY 9 DY XY NYAPN DV NN NTA SIPN T2TN MWD DIAX HWN TIT AT OIND N2 NNNA M .. E
TIANRY WYY DNANNM MIMND INYY MDD N THYD NO O NYIP DIV 1NN IV .NDIVXA THPNHDIDIN NPPNN
. DTNN DY DYN 72TY NNNN 9 9931 .927102) O
N MIN TN NN MDD 7D 12 WIINR DN I .0IN DI N 11D 9 IIND M PTN DY THNDIY IMNOPNY F
STNIMNRY M TN 12 NN DINN 22T 190 NYIAPN DVIAT NIND PTN PR ND2P IDAN N MNND WY DIPNI

0 Y0 N PON N"AWIN DY
The Rashba, although not from the same rationalist school of thought as the Rambam and R’ Saadia, draws a similar
line. He is open to non-literal interpretations in certain circumstances where scientific or philosophical conclusions
require it. However, he draws the line at something which goes against a received tradition or a halachic requirement.
He also points out the limitations of science and the likelihood that it will change over time. He gives as an example the
then mystery of magnetism which could make objects move without touching them, but which would have been rejected
by earlier science’ as impossible!

Other important points which arise from the Rashbam’s analysis are:

* Science cannot ever be used to contradict halacha. In fact, this is rarely an issue since halacha and science are usually seen as two
separate spheres. Halacha creates obligations based on textual and religious principles. Science simply describes the physical
universe.10

* |Itis important for us to recognize the limitations of science, and not to fall into the trap of scientism - an almost religious belief that
science will always reveal the ultimate truth.

* There may be disagreement about what is considered to be a ‘kabbala’ - received tradition that will demand a literal understanding
of the text. For example, is there a kabbala that the universe is 6,000 years old, requiring a literal meaning of the Creation story. Oris
this simply a mistake and the Creation narrative can be read entirely non-literally? Certainly, the 13 lkarim do not require a belief that
the universe is 6,000 years old. But the scope of ‘received traditions’ will presumably go beyond the 13 Ikarim.

9. Magnetism was actually known to Aristotle - see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Magnetism
10. As such, even if the water temperature in a kli sheni is identical to that in a kli rishon, the kli sheni will not result in ‘bishul’ to the same degree. Even if the scientific ‘cooking’ is the
same, the halachic ‘bishul’ is not. Similarly, pots will absorb halachic beliot from food even if chemical testing does not show any such absorption. Having said that, there is some
controversy about the halachic status of stainless steel pots. Although almost all authorities rule that they will absorb beliot like other metals, some poskim have suggested, based
on empirical testing, that they do not absorb taste.
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D] IBN KASPI

11. Now, Kaspit! 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.

Inits Kaspian adaptation, the rabbinic dictum may then be paraphrased as follows: “The Torah expressed things as they were
believedorperceived orpracticedbythe multitudeandnotastheywereinactuality.”

... 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... [lon 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:
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The Ibn Ezra, in his introduction to the Torah, urges commentators not to read things into the text that are not there!
Only when ‘sechel’ demands, should the text be taken beyond a ‘pshat’ meaning.
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The Ibn Ezra brings different opinions as to whether the snake in Gan Eden spoke, or in fact it was a malach, or the
Satan speaking. In the end he prefers the simple explanation that the snake spoke.
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The Seforno on the other hand explains that the snake is in fact purely a metaphor for the yetzer hara inside Chava.

11. Yosef Ibn Kaspi - 14C Provence.
12. Not the standard commentary of the Ibn Ezra but an alternative longer commentary. It can be found at the back of the Torat Chaim Chumash
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F] RAV KOOK
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Rav Kook is unconcerned as to whether the account of Gan Eden is literal or not. The message is key, which is the
potential of Mankind to fall from great heights of potential to terrible depths of malfeasance.

16. Everyone knows that here, if anywhere, is the realm of parable, allegory and allusion. In these most profound matters people
are willing to accept that the true meaning lies on the mystical plane, far above what is apparent to the superficial eye. .....
People do find difficulty however in holding within one spiritual context two apparently conflicting approaches to creation. On
the one hand, there are their previous simpler, and in a sense less demanding, thought-patterns in which creation is
characterized by sudden discontinuities. On the other, there is the unfamiliar, but increasingly popular, conception of the
gradual unfolding of all things within an evolutionary context. .... The essential need of the hour is therefore an educational
effort to propagate the broader view, the grander and more refined conception that we have alluded to above. The
coarser-textured faith, in the unrefined form in which it is so often presented, can no longer maintain its position

Rav Avraham Isaac HaCohen Kook - Orot Hakodesh p559
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Rav Moshe Feinstein is open to the suggestion that conversation recorded in Tanach may not be what was ACTUALLY
said in ‘real time’. The prophetic" version of the events is more important to us than the technical historical reality.”

18.
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Ton wnh X2 RAT 07N DRRR M7 PRI R WP PR UM Onm L0y
ROR R XY WY 03T Y1 LRI N3 RUR PR RZ XTI NOR M MR
12 70 PTRT RApR MW TM 37 AR 1P R PIRT KPR N I XOR LXMWY Na
mMynwn W 0057 TINAT 7D 0PN DAYR M3 1R IR MRPT XM 50 DR

ASTAR TAYA KOR TR XD ORTY BaR 1001 M0 wrTnb

TN TN 1T 3 P2IPY Y19 T MODIN
This is rooted in the discussion on how ‘Elu v’Elu’ applies to historical events - see here in Rabbeinu Peretz.

G] CONCLUSION

* There is a presumption of a literal reading of Chumash. The events described are historical and literal unless there is an authentic
reasons - as set out the in the mefarshim - to read them otherwise.

* Early parts of Bereishit are more open to non-literal interpretation than later. Where this line is to be drawn is not clear. Certainly,
from the lives of the Avot, the Torah seems to have adopted a literal/historical narrative.

* Any non-literal interpretation which will undermine the halachic system or an accepted tradition of Jewish belief, will be illegitimate.
There may be some debate as to the scope and nature of this caveat.

13. For a detailed explanation of the Rambam’s approach to the Eden episode see Prof. Marvin Fox - Understanding Maimonides (Chicago - 1990)pp181-197

14. This must also be the case for example with conversations between Bilaam and Balak or Paro and his ministers, which are recorded in Hebrew, but presumably took place in their
vernacular. The prophetic version of the conversation is far more important to us than the original words.

15. So too, when the mefarshim argue as to the specifics of a historical event (eg the shape of the Mishkan beams, or the age of Yitzchak at the Akeida), they are not arguing about the
historical truth, but about how we are to read the prophetic text, which is far more important to us than the specifics of the historical event. This is a separate topic which should iy’'H
be dealt with in more depth on another occasion.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com



