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A note to the reader


Throughout this work we refer to passages in the Bible according to a standardized convention which first indicates the biblical book, then the chapter number, followed by a colon, and then the verse number (or numbers). The books of the Bible can be found in the Table of Contents of most Bibles. In order not to overwhelm the beginner, we have kept biblical citations to a minimum; at times we use only one representative reference, and when possible we cite only the chapter without verse numbers.

There are a number of different expressions used to describe those books of the Bible that were originally written in Hebrew including: the Hebrew Bible (which scholars use to describe this collection); the Tanakh, Jewish Bible, or Jewish Scriptures (which refers to the same collection from a Jewish religious vantage point); and the Old Testament (a term used by Christians to describe the first part of the two-part Christian Bible, which contains a second major section called the New Testament). Because our discussion ranges through various contexts (Jewish, Christian, and secular), we use each of these terms when they are appropriate.

We have tried to define most other terms that might be unfamiliar to readers when we first use them. If you find that you need to be reminded of a definition, we have placed many important terms in our glossary near the end of the book. Also in the back of the book, the reader will find an approximate chronological timeline for the biblical period, and a host of further, suggested readings, organized by chapter. Our hope is that if you find certain topics to be of interest, these materials will help you explore them in more detail.

Finally, most of our translations of the Bible are drawn from the New Revised Standard Version. However, in places we use our own translation in order to convey the flavor of the Hebrew. Further, to put the reader in touch with the original biblical languages, on occasion we include important Hebrew and Greek words in a simple phonetic transliteration.



Abbreviations




	BCE

	Before the Common Era (equivalent to BC ‘Before Christ’)




	CE

	Common Era (equivalent to AD ‘Anno Domini’)




	D

	Deuteronomic Source




	DH

	Documentary Hypothesis




	E

	Elohist Source




	J

	Yahwist (or Jahwist) Source




	JEDP

	An acronym which combines the four literary sources of the Pentateuch




	KJV

	King James Version (of the Christian Bible)




	NASB

	New American Standard (version of the Christian) Bible




	NIV

	New International Version (of the Christian Bible)




	NJPS

	New Jewish Publication Society (version of the Jewish Bible)




	NRSV

	New Revised Standard Version (of the Christian Bible)




	P

	Priestly Source







Introduction
What is the Torah?


There is no question that the Torah is one of the most influential documents in Western civilization. It contains widely known characters like Joseph, Moses, and Noah, and archetypal stories such as the Garden of Eden, the Exodus, and the Golden Calf episodes. Its laws and teachings have shaped contemporary thinking and jurisprudence in profound ways. Further, Western art and literature have been and continue to be shaped by the Torah’s powerful sway. Thus, it is essential for any intelligent reader – Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, Hindu, or secular atheist – to know the content of this seminal collection of texts. Despite this, audiences are frequently unfamiliar with many parts of the Torah and fewer yet have a clear sense of how the Torah’s various pieces fit together.

Aside from the tremendous cultural influence the Torah has exerted, it is a profoundly religious document. Two of the world’s major religions – Judaism and Christianity – consider the Torah to be sacred and to contain enduring truths about the creation of the world, the texture and meaning of human existence, and the nature and character of God. In fact, within both of these faith communities it is not uncommon to think of the Torah as a divinely given gift, even the very word of God. Although other parts may also be considered to be divinely inspired, the Torah is often understood to be the most important section of the Jewish Bible or Old Testament, something of a ‘canon within the canon’, that is, the most sacred subsection of the Hebrew Bible. Thus, understanding the Torah is also essential if one hopes to understand Judaism and Christianity.

But what exactly is the Torah? What do we mean by this term? The term ‘Torah’ most frequently refers to the first five books of the Bible, be it the Jewish, Catholic, or Protestant Bible. While the total number of biblical books and their order is distinct in these three traditions, all Jewish and Christian Bibles begin with the five books of the Torah in the same order: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Scholars often refer to this collection as the Pentateuch, a word derived from the Greek term pentateuchos, meaning ‘five scrolls’ or ‘five vessels’. Traditional Jews call the printed form of these five books the Chumash, a word derived from the Hebrew word for the number five. In popular parlance this collection is often called the Five Books of Moses. This latter designation likely arose both because Moses features prominently in these books and due to the traditional, longstanding belief that Moses authored them.

We should be clear that there is no title on this collection of books that names them ‘The Torah’. In fact, the word torah only occurs once in the first book, Genesis, at 26:5 (it does occur later in the Torah). The Hebrew word torah can sustain a range of meanings including: teaching, instruction, law, procedure, principle, and so on. There are many instances in Leviticus where the word torah is used in a limited way to describe a specific ritual procedure (for example, Leviticus 6:2, 7, 18). The notion that the word torah might refer to a written book, or more accurately in antiquity a written scroll, likely arises from certain verses in Deuteronomy. Note, for example, the use of the term torah in Deuteronomy 4:8, where Moses asks the people: ‘What other great nation has statutes and ordinances as just as this entire law [torah] that I am setting before you today?’ Or, compare the language in the first half of verse 10 in Deuteronomy 30: ‘When you obey the LORD your God by observing his commandments and decrees that are written in this book of the law …’ (more literally, this scroll of the torah). It is quite likely that originally these verses only referred to Deuteronomy or even just a part of the larger book of Deuteronomy. But once Deuteronomy was fully integrated into the first four books of the Bible, the references in Deuteronomy to a Torah scroll over time came to be understood as references to the full text of Genesis through Deuteronomy.

Within modern Jewish culture the word Torah is used to refer not only to the scroll containing the first five books of the Bible but it can be used to refer to any and all aspects of Jewish wisdom, lore, or law produced at any time from the Bible until today. Thus one might overhear the following conversation among two Jews, perhaps on a flight returning from Israel: ‘How long were you in Israel? What were you doing there?’ ‘I was in Israel for six months studying Torah.’ What the person who replied means is not that they were literally studying material in the first five books of the Jewish Bible but that they were studying Jewish religious texts of some sort. In fact, it is much more likely that such a person spent the bulk of their time studying the Talmud, a wide-ranging collection of rabbinic legal discussions, than reading the Pentateuch.

In the Christian tradition, the Torah is often called ‘The Law’, and sometimes this is contrasted with ‘The Gospel’. The Christian tendency to think of Law and Gospel as opposing terms is largely due to sixteenth-century Reformation debates in Europe (particularly associated with Martin Luther), whereby salvation was believed to be obtained not through practicing good deeds or doing good works (that is, obeying the law) but rather was received freely through grace. The Greek word used in the New Testament for Torah, nomos, and its use elsewhere in ancient Greek literature, gives some credence to the idea of the Torah being an abstract set of principles or laws. However, judging by the way the word is used in the New Testament, the word nomos can hold multiple meanings as can torah, and not all are negative. Frequently in the New Testament this collection is simply called ‘Moses’ or the ‘Book of Moses’ and interestingly, when questioned, Jesus makes clear that obeying its teachings will result in eternal life (see Matthew 19:16–19; Mark 10:17–19; Luke 10:25–8). In some ways, we as authors hope to show what is meant by Jesus’ teaching in these instances, as well as to highlight why he and Judaism more broadly regard the Torah to be life-giving, something also made clear in the Psalms of the Bible:


Happy are those

who do not follow the advice of the wicked,

or take the path that sinners tread,

or sit in the seat of scoffers;

but their delight is in the torah of the LORD,

and on his torah they meditate day and night.

They are like trees

planted by streams of water,

which yield their fruit in its season,

and their leaves do not wither.

In all that they do, they prosper.

(Psalm 1:1–3)

Happy are those whose way is blameless,

who walk in the torah of the LORD.

Happy are those who keep his decrees,

who seek him with their whole heart,

who also do no wrong,

but walk in his ways.

(Psalm 119:1–3)



Although torah is often translated as ‘law’ in these passages, it is clear from the above that an abstract set of principles is not meant by this word. Rather, what is in view are real, practical teachings that lead to a full and upright life.

But now let us once more return to the focus of this book, which is an introduction to the first five books of the Bible. Typically students tend to think of the Bible as a single book and the Torah in some sense as the first large unified section of this big book. But the fact is that the Bible is actually a library of books. And while there is much that unifies the material in the Bible’s first five books, the Torah contains a host of different kinds of material including mythic stories, genealogies, travel itineraries, census lists, many distinct types of narrative (ranging from the mundane to the miraculous, from very short to more lengthy and complex), poetic texts including prayers and prophecies to blessings and taunts, and legal texts dealing with criminal, civil, ritual, and ethical matters.

The story of the Torah covers some 2700 years beginning with the creation of the world and ending with the death of Moses and the Israelites now poised to enter the land of Canaan under Joshua’s leadership. The basic storyline can be quickly summarized. Genesis 1–11 covers creation followed by several stories that describe the early history of humanity in rather negative terms. Genesis 4 relates the first murder, Genesis 6–9 the flood story, and Genesis 11 the Tower of Babel episode. In Genesis 12, things shift and the Torah begins to focus on one man named Abraham and his descendants, in particular his descendants through Isaac and Jacob. In fact the stories of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob (whose name is later changed to Israel), and Jacob’s twelve sons (the ancestors of the twelve tribes of Israel) occupy the rest of Genesis. Furthermore, these chapters explain how Israel’s ancestors ended up in Egypt, thus setting the stage for the dramatic miracles surrounding God’s rescue of the Israelites from Egypt, described in Exodus 1–15.

Exodus 1 opens with a sudden turn in Israel’s fortunes, as the Egyptians feel threatened by the prolific fertility of the Israelite resident aliens living in their land. Moses is born under this oppressive regime and his life is only preserved through a providential coincidence when he is found floating in a basket in the Nile and taken in by Pharaoh’s own daughter. Forced to flee Egypt, God appears to Moses in a burning thorn bush and commissions him to work with God to free the Israelites from their bondage. After a series of escalating plagues and a miraculous escape from Egypt the Israelites journey to Mount Sinai.

Israel’s stay at the base of Mount Sinai occupies a good portion of the Torah (Exodus 19:1 to Numbers 10:10, including all of Leviticus). It is at Sinai that God gives the Israelites the Ten Commandments along with many other laws by which they are to organize their communal life. The rest of Numbers describes Israel’s journey away from Sinai toward the land of Canaan, including a few initial conquest stories of lands east of the Jordan River. Deuteronomy is in many ways a last will and testament of Moses in which he retells Israel’s story from the Exodus to their current state in which they are camped on the edge of Canaan ready to conquer it. Here Moses also recounts many of the laws found earlier in the Torah, albeit with various innovations and refinements. Deuteronomy ends with a series of warnings and charges issued by Moses, followed by Moses’ death and burial.

Our approach in this book

It may be helpful to think of this book as having two major sections. The first section, chapters 1–3, introduces essential background information on the Torah and how it has been read both religiously and academically. The second section, chapters 4–8, contains in-depth surveys of each book of the Torah. Each of these chapters concludes with specific examples of how the book under study has been used in both the Jewish and Christian traditions. We conclude with some brief reflections on how the Torah continues to influence society and religion.

This brings up two interrelated and important topics. The first is who we are as authors. Although we seek to present an impartial account of the above matters, we have no intention of hiding that we each stand, in some way or another, within the Jewish and Christian traditions (Kaminsky within Judaism, Lohr within Christianity). And while we have an interest in showing the continuing value of the Torah, this book is not an attempt to persuade readers to adopt our religious viewpoints, even if we hold to them with conviction. Our purpose is to describe and explain what the Torah is, how it has been and might be read, and why the Torah has been so influential religiously and socially. Here, however, a second issue comes into view, which we might call ‘the ethics of interpretation’. As interpreters of the Torah we have attempted to strike a balance between reading the text sympathetically and at the same time critiquing aspects of the text that are indeed problematic from a contemporary viewpoint. We cannot hide or ignore the fact that at times reading this ancient literature is difficult. Although in places we provide strategies to overcome various difficulties in the text, we are also aware that certain aspects of the Torah will rightly remain troubling to a contemporary audience.

What follows is an attempt to shed light on the Torah in a manner that is accessible and engaging to contemporary readers. The book assumes no previous knowledge of this literature, hence the subtitle: ‘A Beginner’s Guide’. We invite you along for what should be an interesting, and hopefully productive, journey.
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A few basics

Although it might be obvious to some, we should first note that the books of the Torah were not composed in English. Rather, the Torah is a Hebrew collection of writings. While it is possible that some of the stories and materials found in these books were originally handed down in another language (in an oral or written form), there is no known record of this; the Torah as we know it was composed and preserved in the language of the Israelite people in antiquity: Hebrew. What difference does this make?

There are two important matters to keep in mind here, the first of which applies to any translation. Firstly, what we read in an English translation of the Torah will always be one step removed from the original. This does not mean that we cannot understand or make use of a translated Torah, but given that at times the Hebrew Torah contains highly stylized language and in places poetic material, it is difficult to appreciate the nuances of the Torah fully in translation. We might say this compares to trying to read Shakespeare in German. Secondly, Hebrew presents some interesting challenges because in antiquity its written form included only consonants without vowels (the vowels were implied), making some words open to ambiguity. We will discuss both of these points, along with others, below.

Scrolls, language, and versions

While archeologists have recently discovered a sixth-century BCE silver amulet with an excerpt of Numbers 6:24–6 (the Priestly Blessing), our oldest known manuscripts of the Torah are over 2000 years old and are part of an interesting story. In the late 1940s a collection of biblical, para-biblical, and sectarian (or religiously distinct) documents was found in the Judean Desert near the Dead Sea. This cache of documents, dating between 200 BCE and 70 CE, came to be called the Dead Sea Scrolls. Found by two Bedouin shepherds, these scrolls eventually changed hands, appeared for sale in 1954 in the Wall Street Journal, and were purchased by a party interested in their publication (they are now housed in the Shrine of the Book Museum in Jerusalem). It took many years, however, along with much controversy, before they were published and made available for scholars and others to examine.

The Dead Sea Scrolls contain fragments from every book in the Hebrew Bible except Esther and they are now the oldest existing biblical manuscripts. Like contemporary Torah scrolls, these ancient biblical books were composed using Hebrew consonants without vowels and were written in ink on parchment, that is, animal skins that have been cleaned, stretched, and dried. These biblical texts show some differences when compared with the standard Torah scrolls found in Jewish synagogues today (which are usually based on the Masoretic tradition; see below), though the variants are generally minor or provide clarification on well-known textual difficulties. The variations between manuscripts, however, suggest that one should think of Torah manuscripts as existing in families, families that share much in common with each other but ultimately go back to distinct unique forms of the Torah.

Let us re-emphasize that these differences in manuscripts generally involve only minor variations, mostly the occasional word change or incorrect letter, not huge inconsistencies or changes in the Torah’s stories or commandments. However, it is often in the minor variants that scholars find interesting historical developments or theological slants. The science of determining the original wording of the text is called textual criticism, and this discipline uses a variety of biblical manuscripts in its task, Hebrew and non-Hebrew. For instance, in places in this book we will refer to the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Torah and Hebrew Scriptures that dates before Jesus’ time (between the third and first centuries BCE). There are Samaritan, Syriac, and Aramaic editions of the Torah as well. All of this underlines the point we made above that there are several distinct families of Torah manuscripts.

[image: image]

Figure 1 Dead Sea Scrolls fragment of Genesis 39:11–40:1, which narrates Joseph’s encounter with Potiphar’s wife. Photo Tsila Sagiv, courtesy Israel Antiquities Authority

The point to grasp here is that before one even begins to translate the Torah one needs to recognize that no matter how true one wants to be to the Hebrew, there is some variance within the ancient manuscripts that contemporary scholars consult when making their translations. Some of this variance relates to the fact that all manuscripts are copies of copies of even more ancient copies. Further, even the Hebrew in any single manuscript is open to a certain level of interpretive difference because, as mentioned, ancient manuscripts like those found among the Dead Sea Scrolls contain no vowels, may lack a full space between words, or may not contain punctuation or periods at the end of sentences. The lack of vowels (small Hebrew markings under and above consonants) can be seen in comparing the versions of Genesis 1:1 shown in figure 2.

[image: image]

Figure 2 Pointed and un-pointed Hebrew text of Genesis 1:1

This lack of vowels in early manuscripts sometimes allows for a single word to be vocalized in two or more different ways. One need only think of the letters ctlg, which can be vocalized in English as catalog or cytology or even cat leg/cut log if there was meant to be a space between letters. Of course, the act of translation itself always introduces additional elements of interpretation as one must decide whether to translate more literally or to translate more liberally, aiming to capture the spirit of the Hebrew text. For this reason, the reader might wish to consult different translations, such as the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), the New Jewish Publication Society version (NJPS), or, for those wishing to get a sense of the actual Hebrew, the recent more literal translations by Everett Fox and Robert Alter.


THE MASORETES AND THE MASORETIC TEXT


The manuscript tradition that has long been regarded as the most reliable, at least until the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, is called the Masoretic Text. This title is derived from the group of scribes called the Masoretes who meticulously preserved this tradition in the sixth to tenth centuries CE. These scribes are regarded as having developed the now common markings and vowel system around the consonantal text, seen in the pointed Hebrew excerpt in figure 2, called the Masorah. However, it is believed that these markings attempted to preserve older, often oral traditions of vocalizations and cantillations (markings indicating how the text is to be sung liturgically), as well as alternate spellings or other details such as how the reader should divide each verse. Particularly interesting is the care these scribes used in maintaining the Hebrew text through the centuries. Because there were no printing presses and the transmission of texts was done entirely by hand through careful checking and rechecking, these scribes devised a counting system in which every word and even every letter of each book of the Torah was accounted for and tracked. For instance, according to their calculations the Torah contained 400,945 Hebrew letters and the letter at the middle of the Torah was a vav, in the middle of the word gakhon (meaning belly), found in Leviticus 11:42. Such a system allowed scribes to count forward or backward from the start or end of a book to its middle, thus ensuring that not one letter was missing. It is not surprising, therefore, that when the Dead Sea Scrolls were compared to these much later manuscripts, very few errors or changes were found.






Who wrote the Torah?


The above helps us understand something of the nature of Torah manuscripts, the Torah’s language, and how it has been preserved, but we have not yet addressed the question of who wrote the Torah. While this may sound like a straightforward, easy to answer question, it is in fact a very difficult one, one that scholars of the Torah can spend their lifetimes seeking to determine. For our purposes, there are two main positions to consider, and a third of more recent vintage: (1) the traditional view: Moses, under divine inspiration; (2) the Documentary Hypothesis, which suggests that a number of authors who lived well after Moses’ time contributed pieces to the Torah; and (3) we cannot know for sure. However, because the second view will occupy a good portion of our discussion in chapter 3 on modern historical scholarship, we will only mention it briefly here in relation to the others. Readers can learn more about the Documentary Hypothesis in that chapter.

The Torah has long been associated with Moses and generations of Jews and Christians have regarded Moses to be its author. In Judaism before the time of Jesus, as well as in the New Testament, the books of the Torah are often called the ‘Book of Moses’, or the ‘Law of Moses’, or just ‘Moses’. In some ways, claiming that Moses is the author of the Torah is also a claim of authority in that Moses was such an important figure in Israel’s history and he had a special relationship with God. Not only did Moses meet with God face to face but the last chapter of the Torah states that Moses was uniquely gifted as God’s spokesperson and that no such prophet has arisen in Israel since his time. Such a claim of authorship might thus be understood as an attempt to articulate the divine authority, and therefore credibility, of the Torah’s teachings. In short, it makes a strong connection between the Torah and God.

Questions arise here because the author of the Torah is not mentioned in these books themselves. There are places where certain passages tell us that ‘Moses wrote these things down’, or that ‘Moses spoke these words’, and so on, but these are usually references to specific sections of the Torah. In truth, the work as a whole is anonymous. Further, the ancient practice of calling these books ‘Moses’ is not conclusive proof that Moses wrote them or that ancient authors are necessarily implying Moses wrote them in their entirety; it is quite clear that this convention simply associates Moses with the Torah rather than makes a statement about the Torah’s authorship. To understand this, we only need compare those times when ancient authors refer to the Psalms as ‘David’, or to the Prophets as ‘Isaiah’. Not only do we know that David did not write all of the Psalms, but we also know of instances where an author might indicate that a quotation is from Isaiah yet then quote from books that fall outside Isaiah itself. For example, Mark 1:2 introduces a quotation as coming from ‘Isaiah’ but then quotes not only from that book, but from another prophet, Malachi 3:1, as well. With regard to the Torah, even if Mosaic authorship could be shown, certainly some stories – particularly those in Genesis – must be much earlier than Moses and could only have been passed down to him by others in some form, likely oral. There are also stories or areas of the Torah that suggest another, later point of view; for example, Genesis 12:6 is written from the perspective of someone who lived long after Moses’ time, in that it presumes that Israel had already conquered the land of Canaan. Furthermore, some texts of the Torah such as Numbers 12 and Deuteronomy 34 clearly include later reflections on the life, death, and significance of Moses.

Modern scholarship takes all of these concerns very seriously. It is also interested in the differences in language, vocabulary, and literary style of various sections of the Torah, and it seeks to understand how these differences might relate to questions of authorship. It is not that traditional Jewish and Christian interpretation was oblivious to or ignored these matters, because ancient Jewish and Christian interpreters regularly noticed and derived meanings from subtle and not so subtle shifts within the Torah’s language. But modern scholarship took a different approach to them by seeking to understand the unevenness of the text through a historical lens. In a nutshell, the Documentary Hypothesis (the second view of the Torah’s authorship) suggests that the Torah was not written by one author, but rather is a compilation of four main literary sources that were written by different parties over time. These sources were eventually compiled sometime after the Babylonian exile, around the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. Determining exactly which sources have been brought together and when, as well as the history, social setting, and transmission of these sources, is the work of source criticism, a branch of historical criticism. It is worth noting that affirming the composite nature of the Torah does not necessarily entail denying that it is divinely inspired. Just as the Christian New Testament is enriched by four distinct accounts of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, so too can the composite nature of the Torah be viewed as something that adds depth and profundity to the text.
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