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Jewish Approaches to Textual Study 

Rabbi Esther Hugenholtz 

 

- Wonder rather than doubt is the root of all knowledge. – Abraham Joshua Heschel 

 

To start us of with a quote from Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel on Scripture and 

Revelation: 

“The essence of our Faith in the sanctity of the Bible is that its words contain that 

which God wants us to know and to fulfill. How these words were written down is 

not the fundamental problem. That is why the theme of Biblical criticism is not the 

theme of faith, just as the question of whether the lightning and thunder at Sinai 

were a natural phenomenon or not is irrelevant to our faith in revelation. The act of 

revelation is a mystery, while the record of revelation is a literary fact, phrased in the 

language of man… Granted that the text of Scripture as handed down to us consists 

of gems of God and diamonds quarried out of prophetic souls, all set in a human 

frame. Yet who shall presume to be an expert in discerning what is divine and what 

is but “a little lower” than divine?. . The spirit of God is set in the language of man, 

and who shall judge what is content and what is frame?” Abraham Joshua Heschel 

Quoted in Or Hadash: A Commentary on Siddur Sim Shalom for Shabbat and 

Festivals by Reuven Hammer, RA-USCJ 2003 

"Judaism is a minimum of revelation and a maximum of interpretation." This 

interpretation is what is included in midrash and what is included in whatever a 

diligent student in the future will discover. 

From The Meaning of Jewish Law in Conservative Judaism: An Overview and 

Summary by Seymour Siegel  

 

Introduction: 

- Sermon: drashah (from lidrosh = to search/explain/inquire) or d’var torah 

(‘word of Torah’). 

- Preaching/homiletics in Judaism: less prominent than in Christianity 

- Sermons tend to be short 

- Close relationship between spoken sermon and Torah portion 

- Explain how Torah portions work & what they are based on: 52 readings a 

year + haftarot 

- The role of exegesis/hermeneutics (‘theory of text interpretation’) in Jewish 

community life and tradition 

- Sermons as teaching device & way to derive ‘how to live’ Jewishly 

- ‘Na’aseh v’nishmah’ – ‘we will do and we will hear’ (midrash on Revelation at 

Sinai): homiletics/exegesis as ways to discern divine will and how to live by it 

but also: practical, lacking in dogma, earthly, non-fundamentalist. We do not 

‘flatten’ the text with literal interpretations! 

- Role of Written Torah & Oral Torah (Talmud, Midrash) 

 

Mishnah Avot 5:22, “Turn it and turn it; for everything is in it,” 
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The Magic of Pardes: 

- Pardes means ‘paradise’ or ‘garden’. It’s an acronym for four layers of reading 

the Torah based on legend from Babylonian Talmud, Masechet Chagiga 14b: 

(context: limiting explorations of mysticism to those who are ‘fit’ to handle 

them) 

 

The Rabbis taught: Four entered the Pardes. They were Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Acher 

and Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva said to them, "When you come to the place of pure 

marble stones, do not say, 'Water! Water!' for it is said, 'He who speaks untruths 

shall not stand before My eyes' (Psalms 101:7)". Ben Azzai gazed and died. Regarding 

him the verse states, 'Precious in the eyes of G-d is the death of His pious ones' 

(Psalms 116:15). Ben Zoma gazed and was harmed. Regarding him the verse states, 

'Did you find honey? Eat as only much as you need, lest you be overfilled and vomit 

it' (Proverbs 25:16). Acher cut down the plantings. Rabbi Akiva entered in peace and 

left in peace.[3] 

 

(Summary: Four men entered pardes — Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma, Acher (Elisha ben 

Abuyah), and Akiba. Ben Azzai looked and died; Ben Zoma looked and went mad; 

Acher destroyed the plants; Akiba entered in peace and departed in peace). 

 

Rashi (1040-1105): Ben Azzai died by looking at God/Divine Presence, Ben Zoma lost 

his mind, Elisha ben Abuya (‘the Acher’) became a heretic and only Rabbi Akiva 

entered and left in peace.  

 

1) Pshat –  ‘plain meaning’: the plain meaning of the text, what it actually says! 

2) Remez – ‘hint’: hidden ideas that hint at a far deeper, meta-level (a level 

above the ordinary level) of the text, metaphors. 

3) Drash – ‘interpretation’: finding an interpretation to the text, understanding 

the story and how it works. 

4) Sod – ‘secret’: very deep philosophical and mystical ideas behind the text, i.e. 

the God’s Eye perspective.  

 

Examples of Jewish exegesis: 

 

Gen. 1:26-27: ‘Let Us make Man in Our own image’… (Midrashic approach) 

Exegesis: God was speaking to the animals: together let us fashion a unique creature 

in our image (yours and Mine), a creature like an animal in some ways—needing to 

eat, to sleep, to mate—and like God in some ways—capable of compassion, 

creativity, morality and self-consciousness… Albo (commentator) sees each animal 

species contributing its choicest qualities to this new creature. (Ikkarim 3:1) 

- From Etz Haim Torah Commentary  

 

Gen. 3:16: ‘Yet your urge shall be for your husband and he shall rule over you’… 

(Grammatical approach) 

Exegesis: in Hebrew – ‘v’al ishech teshukatech v’hu yimshol bach’. 

Yimshol: prescriptive or descriptive? Imperative or future tense? In Hebrew it can be 

both so it is a matter of exegetical and ideological choice. Loss of Edenic ideal: 
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The ideal situation was equality of the sexes. Male dominance is viewed as a 

deterioration in the human condition, resulting from the defiance of God’s will. 

- From Etz Haim Torah Commentary 

 

Gen. 22:1 (Filling in gaps/truncated speech approach) 

And He said, "Please take your son, your only one, whom you love, yea, Isaac, and go 

away to the land of Moriah and bring him up there for a burnt offering on one of the 

mountains, of which I will tell you." 

Rashi’s commentary:  

your son: He [Abraham] said to Him,“ I have two sons.” He [God] said to him,“ Your 

only one.” He said to Him,“ This one is the only son of his mother, and that one is the 

only son of his mother.” He said to him,“ Whom you love.” He said to Him,“ I love 

them both.” He said to him,“ Isaac.” Now why did He not disclose this to him at the 

beginning? In order not to confuse him suddenly, lest his mind become distracted 

and bewildered, and also to endear the commandment to him and to reward him for 

each and every expression. — [from Sanh. 89b, Gen. Rabbah 39:9, 55:7] 

 

Ex. 20:1-2 (Mystical approach).  

10 Commandments: ‘I am the Eternal your God’… ‘anochi Adonai Eloheicha’. 

- Difference between ‘ani’ (I, always in relationship to the other, you) and ‘anochi’, as 

Absolute Being, independent from any other existence (Maharal). 

 

How Jews (and you can) prepare a sermon/drashah/d’var torah: 

- Find a unique angle on the Biblical text that interests you and that you are 

passionate about. 

- You want to both reflect the meaning of the parasha and add your own 

thoughts – your opinion counts! 

 

Methodology: 

- Read the parashah through carefully (in English) and look at specific words 

that catch your attention, in English and if possible, in Hebrew. 

- It may be helpful to look at the previous parasha and the following parasha 

for understanding how the story flows. 

- Find commentaries or other divrey torah on the same parashah. 

- Collect resources that you like best or that you find most convincing (or least 

convincing and you can tell why your explanation works better!) 

- Write your d’var torah with your own thoughts and conclusions. 

 

How to Write It: 

- How to let the text grab your interest – read the plain text in English. 

- Summarise the parasha for yourself so you know exactly what is going on in 

the story. 

- Pay attention to a story, theme, idea, character or word that interests you. 

 

Further tips: 

The actions of a particular character 

The unexpected use of a word or phrase 
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The juxtaposition of two seemingly unrelated words or themes 

A strange or unfamiliar concept or practice 

As difficult theological claim. 

 

Modern approaches: 

- Biblical criticism 

- Subversive sequels (i.e. Abraham and Jonah, different books/stories from 

Bible) 

- Storah-telling/Bibliodrama 

- Moving Torah 

 

Conclusion: 

- Jewish approach is unique but can offer insights into Christianity/Christian 

approach 

- Jewish homiletics offers place for creativity, criticism & discussion 

- Connections between Judaism & Christianity: mining text for meaning, 

engaging listeners, transformative power of text, engaging with revealed 

tradition 

- Read Bible with an open mind; treat it with respect but not to the point of 

paralysis: sermonising and exegesis allows us to establish relationship with 

the text! 

 

End with another A.J. Heschel quote: 

“The Bible is primarily not man’s vision of God but God’s vision of man. 

The Bible is not man’s theology, but God’s anthropology. 

We have so much to say about the Bible that we are not prepared to hear what the 

Bible has to say about us. 

The Bible is an answer to the supreme question: what does God demand of us?…This 

is the status of the Bible in modern life: it is a sublime answer, but we do not know 

the question any more.  Unless we recover the question, there is no hope of 

understanding the Bible.” 

- Abraham Joshua Heschel 

 


