
Reading as a Jew and as a Scholar 

If "reading" is the act of making sense of a text, then each of us reads differently. 

Further, we each have a different conception of what the Bible is. Not sur-
prisingly, then, we each interpret biblical texts in our own way. Of the many 
approaches, we can describe as a "method" only those that are rigorous and 
systematic. 

This book presents a method of reading the Bible. It is often called "the 
historical-critical approach." By highlighting this method, I do not mean that it 
is the only way to read the Bible. Indeed, many Jews have viewed with suspicion 
this way of reading, rejecting it in favor of other methods. Yet I commend this 
approach to readers because I have found it illuminating. W h e n the Bible is 
viewed in the light of this method, we see the text as meaningful, engaging, and 
multifaceted. 

Classical Interpretation 

For much of the postbiblical period, readers of the Bible have all tended to fol-
low the same method. They have seen the Bible as a cryptic yet perfect book, of 
fundamental relevance to its communi ty of interpreters. They have assumed that 
much of the Bible, if not all of it, came (to some extent) f rom God. Hence the 
Bible is a privileged text that should be interpreted using special rules. That is, 
it should not be interpreted like regular, nonbiblical texts.1 

This method developed dur ing the late biblical period. As we shall see in a 
later chapter, one passage in the Book of Daniel explains an earlier prophecy of 
Jeremiah, which turned on the phrase "seventy years." Daniel interpreted this 
phrase to mean "seventy weeks of years," or 490 years. Normally, when an an-
cient Jew promised to return a borrowed ox in seventy days, it meant just tha t— 
seventy days. Yet Daniel could unders tand Jeremiah's "seventy" differently be-
cause the Book of Jeremiah is a biblical text, reflecting special, divine language. 



Consider, too, the ancient Judean Desert communi ty of Q u m r a n , which 
thrived over a period of several cen tur ies—from the second pre-Christ ian to the 
first post-Christ ian centuries. Their l ibrary—the part that is extant—is what we 
now call "The Dead Sea Scrolls." Like the au thor of Daniel, they believed in 
interpret ing biblical books in a special way. Thus they kept a rich interpretive lit-
erature. For example, their Pesher Habakkuk , a type of commenta ry on the 
prophet ic book of Habakkuk , held that their community 's leader unders tood the 
true meaning of the book better than the p rophet himself! The Pesher interpret-
ed the text in relation to the interpreter's own period, more than half a millen-
n ium after Habakkuk lived.2 

Classical rabbinic interpretat ion also shared these working assumptions . 
Even for the Torah's legal texts, it of ten subverted the plain sense of words for 
the sake of "harmonization." That is, w h e n texts ( f rom divergent places and 
times) appeared to contradict each other, it "reconciled" them so that they would 
agree. For example, a slave law in Exodus 21:6 suggests that in certain circum-
stances a Hebrew slave serves the master "in perpetui ty" (le-olam). This contra-
diets Leviticus 25:40, which states that masters must release all such slaves on 
the jubilee year (every fiftieth year). However, according to the basic assump-
tions, God's word mus t be internally consistent . Therefore the rabbis insisted 
that the term "in perpetui ty" in Exodus means "practically (but not literally) for-
ever"—that is, until the jubilee year.3 This type of interpretat ion is strange to the 
reader unused to classical Jewish (and to a large extent Christian) interpretation. 
But it is natural if we unders tand the Bible as a un i form, perfect, divine work, 
which may employ language in a cryptic fashion. 

This is not to say that every tradit ional, p r e m o d e r n interpreter of the Bible 
took every word of the text according to all of these principles. Yet the few 
except ions prove the rule. For example , Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra ( 1 0 8 9 - 1 1 6 4 ) 
suggested that someone o ther than Moses wrote a small n u m b e r of verses in 
the To rah. Yet even as that c o m m e n t a t o r made sure to in form his readers of 
that u n o r t h o d o x view, he was careful to c o n d e m n it.4 Likewise, Rabbi Samuel 
ben Meir (also k n o w n as "Rashbam"; 1 0 8 0 - 1 1 7 4 ) al lowed that biblical lan-
guage is not cryptic; rather, its words mean what they normal ly imply, even if 
this contradic ts rabbinic tradit ion. Thus , he alone a m o n g the extant medieval 
Jewish exegetes did not f ind it necessary to "reconcile" Exodus 21:6 with 
Leviticus 25 :40 (see above). However, this op in ion survives in only a single 
medieval manuscr ip t , and it has not appeared in most pr in ted edit ions. This 
suggests that his approach s tood at, or even beyond , the fringe of acceptable 
interpreta t ion. 



Only in the seventeenth century, wi th the rise of European rationalism, did 
scholars begin to quest ion the un ique , divine na ture of the biblical text. Hobbes 
(in England) and Spinoza (in Hol land) led the way. Consider the latter's magnif-
icent Theological-Political Tractate,5 wi th its chapter called simply "Of the 
Interpretat ion of Scripture." It replaces the earlier assumpt ions with a single 
premise that allows the Bible to be seen in a new manner : "I hold that the 
m e t h o d of interpret ing Scripture is no different f rom the me thod of interpret ing 
nature , and is in fact in complete accord with it."6 In a single sentence, Spinoza 
"deprivileges" the Bible. He renounces the traditional f ramework for biblical 
interpretat ion: The Bible is not cryptic. It no longer needs to be interpreted as a 
seamless whole . It is imperfect . In places it may be of historical interest on ly no 
longer relevant to con temporary believers. In most senses, it is a book like any 
other. 

The Historical-Critical Method 

It wou ld take two more centuries before the new work ing assumpt ions gained 
acceptance a m o n g Europe's rationalist intellectual elite. But once this happened , 
the historical-critical me thod took hold .   

W h a t is the historical-critical me thod? "Historical" refers to the view that the 
main context for interpretat ion is the place and time in which the text was com-
posed. "Critical" s imply means reading the text independent ly of religious n o r m s 
or interpretive t radi t ions—as opposed to accept ing them uncritically.8 (In this 
context , it does not imply a j udgmen ta l or faul t f inding approach , which is ano th -
er mean ing of the word "critical.") A main c o m p o n e n t of this approach is source 
criticism, also called "Higher Criticism" (which dist inguishes it f rom the effort to 
establish the correct reading of the t ransmit ted text, k n o w n as "Lower 
Criticism"). It seeks to identify and isolate the original sources of the biblical text 
as it has come d o w n to us. 

The new m e t h o d crystallized in the late n ine teenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, developing into a school of interpretat ion. The most influential person of 
this school was the German scholar Jul ius Wellhausen, based on his magisterial 
work of 1878 (translated into English as Prolegomena to the History of Ancient 
Israel)9 Indeed, it was mainly in Germany that the historical-critical movemen t 
took root, specifically in the theology depar tmen t s of Protestant universities. For 
doctrinal reasons, Catholic scholars hardly part icipated in these deve lopment s 
until after the Vatican II p r o n o u n c e m e n t s in 1965. 



The  Reaction  Among  J ews 

The Jewish wor ld , too, largely remained aloof. Whi le a few Jewish con tempo-
raries of Wellhausen favored his approach , others wrote polemics against h im, 
trying to u n d e r m i n e his reconst ruct ion of the texts history.1 0 These scholars con-
t inued to advocate the rabbinic m o d e of reading, suggest ing that what 
Wellhausen and his colleagues saw as textual contradic t ions are really not con-
tradict ions at all. 

The most notable attack on the historical-critical perspective came from a 
r enowned scholar of rabbinics, So lomon Schechter. At a 1903 banque t , he 
offered an address titled "Higher-Cri t ic ism—Higher Anti-Semitism."1 1 He equat -
ed Wellhausen's approach with "professional and imperial anti-Semitism," call-
ing it an "intellectual persecut ion" of Juda i sm. 1 2 Schechters essay had an 
immense impact on the Jewish at t i tude toward the Bible. Its inf luence seems to 
explain w h y unti l the present generat ion many professional Jewish biblical 
scholars have been less engaged in historical-critical s tudy than their non-Jewish 
counterpar ts . 

Schechter actually offered a fair cri t ique of Higher Criticism as it was prac-
ticed in Germany in the late n ine teen th and the early twent ie th centuries. Like 
nearly all Christ ians of the time, its p roponen t s believed in the moral superiori-
ty of Christianity to Juda i sm, and they used their scholarly works to illustrate 
this. Wellhausen, for example , l ikened Juda i sm in late ant iqui ty to a dead tree. 
He appl ied that image vigorously, descr ibing the late biblical book of Chronicles 
thus: "Like ivy it overspreads the dead t runk with ext raneous life, b lending old 
and new in a strange combinat ion . . . . [I]η the process it is twisted and per-
ver ted."1 3 As pa inful as such sen t iments are for Jews, they nei ther d iminish the 
brilliance of m u c h of his Prolegomena, nor negate the correctness of its basic 
methodology. 

Beyond  the  Early  Biases 

Schechter h a d warned that the historical-critical m e t h o d "is seeking to destroy, 
denying all our claims to the past , and leaving us wi thout hope for the future ." 1 4 

In fact, however , the m e t h o d itself is religiously neu t ra l—nei the r discredit ing 
Juda i sm no r p romot ing Christianity. Indeed, by the final decades of the twenti-
eth century, m a n y professional scholars, inc luding Jews, had adop ted the histor-
ical-critical m e t h o d wi thout at tacking the Hebrew Bible or Juda ism. These works 
illustrate that historical-critical m e t h o d s are not by definit ion anti-Semitic.1 5 



I wou ld go even further. I insist no t only that the historical-critical m e t h od 
is neutra l , but also that it can be religiously const ruct ive—even for Jews. The last 
two decades have seen a remarkable resurgence in interest in e thnic and reli-
gious roots a m o n g m a n y Americans, inc luding American Jews. Publishers have 
p roduced an unpreceden ted n u m b e r of books on Jewish texts, such as Barry 
Holtz's Back to the Sources.16 Serious adult Jewish educat ion classes have reached 
new levels of success. Many Jews are going back to the Bible in a serious, more 
academic way, looking for wha t the Bible originally meant . They are explor ing 
h o w its earlier mean ing may bear on religious life as we might n o w live it. They 
do not wish to slavishly follow the n o r m s of the Jewish past, bu t nei ther do they 
wish to ignore them. Such n o r m s mus t first be unde r s tood before they can 
in form con tempora ry beliefs and practices. 

About This Book 

The purpose of this book is to show the value of reading the Bible in a historical-
critical manner . This perspective greatly enr iches the text, and allows us to 
recover a vibrant civilization over two millennia old. Unders t and ing the Bible in 
its original context allows us to unde r s t and ourselves. For then we can see where 
our secular civilization accords wi th ancient Israelite perspectives, and where it 
has diverged f rom them. It also allows us to see where Juda i sm has (or has not) 
developed beyond biblical religion. Finally, the historical-critical m e t h o d lets us 
appreciate the Bible as an interest ing text that speaks in mult iple voices on pro-
f o u n d issues. Only with the he lp of the historical-critical m e t h o d can these dif-
ferent voices be fully heard and appreciated. 

In present ing my case, m y first task is to explain this book's title, How to 
Read the Bible. T h u s the following chapter defines what 1 mean by "the Bible," 
and then the third chapter explains wha t I mean by "reading." By explor ing the 
act of reading, it a t tempts to show that reading in its fullest sense is far f rom sim-
pie. The subsequent chapters each focus on a specific biblical text or genre, 
highl ight ing h o w m o d e r n biblical scholarship makes sense of that text or genre. 
In an af terword , I discuss h o w the historical-critical m e t h o d can help con tem-
porary Jews relate to the Bible as a religious text in a more meaningfu l way. 

All told, this book is a Jewishly sensitive introduction to the historical-critical 
method. Remarkably, it is the first such a t tempt . 1 7 

How to Read the Bible differs f rom the m a n y so-called in t roduct ions to the 
Bible.18 Most such works survey each book of the Bible, no t ing the critical prob-
lems presented by each, posi t ing w h e n each was wri t ten, and no t ing h o w m o d -



e m historical-critical scholarship approaches each. Typically, they focus on iso-
lating and removing what is secondary in each text. For example , they "root out" 
whatever appears in the book of the p rophe t Amos that he himself did not write. 
These works are of ten reference books , rather than true int roduct ions . 

In contrast, How to Read the Bible does not a t tempt to cover every biblical 
book. Instead, it surveys representative biblical texts f rom different genres, to 
illustrate h o w m o d e r n scholarship has taught us to "read" these texts. Its in tend-
ed audience includes the cur ious adul t w h o wants to read through sections of 
the Bible and appreciate them wi th in a m o d e r n f ramework, and the college stu-
dent in an in t roductory Bible course. It conveys the general pr inciples of this 
unfamil iar methodology.1 9 Such an in t roduct ion will enable the reader to unde r -
s tand more technical studies, encyclopedias, and commentar ies on the Bible. 
Most significantly, it will p r o m p t you to approach biblical texts with new k inds 
of quest ions, and to appreciate them in a new way. 



2 

What Is the Bible, Anyway? 

The Bible can be an in t imidat ing book. Its size alone is o v e r w h e l m i n g — 1 5 74 
pages in the Hebrew edit ion that is s tandard a m o n g Bible scholars (Biblia 

Hebraica Stuttgartensia), 1624 pages in The Jewish Publication Society's transla-
tion (see below), 2 0 2 3 pages in the JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh, and 2181 pages 
in The Jewish Study Bible ( including notes and essays). A significant a m o u n t of the 
biblical text is poetry, which is daun t ing to many, and certainly does not make 
for quick reading. 

For such a book , an orientat ion wou ld surely be helpful . This chapter cov-
ers the fundamenta ls : basic terminology for the Bible, its basic s t ructure, and 
w h y such things matter. It also defines what I mean by "the Bible" for the pu r -
poses of this book. 

Basic Terminology 

The Name in English 

The word "Bible" derives f rom the Greek biblia, mean ing "books."1 By its very 
name, "the Bible" refers to "the collection of books"—tha t is, the one that is 
deemed to be authoritative or canonical . 

Different communi t i es have different Bibles. For Christians, the Bible in-
eludes the New Testament; for Jews it does not . To dist inguish it f rom the 
Christians' Bible, people have suggested a variety of names for the Jews' Bible 
(besides s imply "the Bible"). Christ ians typically call it the Old Testament, where 
"testament" is an old way of referring to a contract ("covenant"). This name is 
based on a p rophecy in Jeremiah that states: "See, a t ime is coming—declares the 
LORD—when I will make a new covenant with the House of Israel and the House 
of Judah . It will not be like the covenant I made with their fathers, when I took 
them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt, a covenant which they 
broke, though I espoused them—decla res the LORD" (31 :31-32) . Early Christ ian 



t radit ion unde r s tood this passage to refer to a n e w covenant , centered a round 
Jesus, which replaces the old Mosaic one. 2 This led to the te rms "New Testa-
men t " and "Old Testament"—in wh ich "old" connotes obsolescence. 3 

Jews, however, view the original covenant as still operative. For this reason, 
Jews have tended to reject the term "Old Testament." Many s imply call this b o d y 
of li terature "the Bible." For religious Jews, this n a m e is by defini t ion appropr i -
ate: these are "the books" that are authori tat ive for this group. 

Academic scholars, meanwhi le , generally prefer no t to take sides in the 
debate as to wh ich covenant wi th God is in force. Therefore, in scholarly circles, 
the more neutra l te rms "Hebrew Bible" or "Jewish Scripture(s)" have gained cur-
rency. Admit tedly the first n a m e is slightly imprecise, because some passages of 
the Bible are not in Hebrew but rather in Aramaic, a related Semitic language.4 

O t h e r J e w i s h N a m e s : A H i s t o r i c a l R e v i e w 

In extant texts composed du r ing the biblical per iod i t se l f—which lasted more 
than a t housand yea r s—no term at all appears for this set of books. The Bible 
was then still in format ion as an authori tat ive collection. It received its title only 
after it came into being—signal ing the start of the postbiblical period. 

In the first cen tury C.E., J o s e p h u s (the great Jewish historian w h o wrote in 
Greek) k n e w of the Bible.5 He called it ta hiera grammata ("The Holy Writings").6 

He also called it grammasi ("that which is wr i t ten")—often translated as "Scrip-
ture"7 bu t bet ter rendered uncapital ized, as "scripture." 

In classical rabbinic li terature, the two most c o m m o n terms for the Bible 
were mikra (     , literally "that which is read or recited aloud") and kitvei ha-
kodesh (          , "the holy writ ings").8 Sometimes, the rabbis referred to the 
Bible as torah, nevi'im, u-khtuvim (         •           , "the Torah, the 
Prophets , and the Writings").9 

In the Middle Ages, pe rhaps in the late first mi l l enn ium c.E., scribes short -
ened Torah, Nevi'im, u-Khtuvim into the acronym     , wh ich is p r o n o u n c e d 
Tanakh. Jews today still c o m m o n l y use that n a m e for their Bible. As the title of 
The Jewish Publication Society's 1985 one-volume translation, the Tanakh 
makes a point that o ther names ("the Bible," "Holy Scriptures," or even "Hebrew 
Bible") do not . Namely, it underscores that the translators rendered directly f rom 
the Hebrew (not f rom an ancient Greek version, like some Christ ians transla-
tions) and d rew u p o n Jewish interpret ive t radi t ion.1 0 



Making an issue out of what to call these texts might seem pedant ic , bu t it 
is not . As we shall see, the "Hebrew Bible" and the "Old Testament" differ in 
more than name only. They comprise different n u m b e r s of books , which they 
place in a different order. (The order ing mat ters because it alters the context in 
which we unde r s t and the text; a b o o k s mean ing can shift depend ing u p o n 
which books we read before and after it.) More significantly, the term "Hebrew 
Bible" suggests a corpus that is self-standing, whereas the "Old Testament" does 
not . The mean ing of many passages in the "Old Testament" changes w h e n one 
views them as part of a larger whole that includes the New Testament.1 1 

Name and Structure 

As we have seen, the n a m e Tanakh reflects a three-part ("tripartite") organization 
of the Bible; for Jews, this is the s tandard division of the Bible. The name of each 
of its parts, however, warrants some explanat ion. The name of the first part , as 
we have said, is Torah. Christ ians have of ten translated the te rm as "Law," but 
this is too restrictive; it misrepresents this collection of books , which features 
nonlegal e lements such as narrative and poetry. (It also misrepresents Juda i sm, 
which is far more than a "religion of law.") Rather, Torah is a broad term that 
means "Instruction." 

The n a m e of the second part , Nevi'im, means "Prophets." However, m a n y of 
its books are not actually prophet ic works . Its first por t ion , often called the 
"Former Prophets ," consists instead of narrative texts. They cont inue the story 
begun in the Torah. Al though p rophe t s play an impor tant role in these narrative 
books , they dwell on far more than prophecies . 

The n a m e of the final part of the Bible, Kethuvim ( somet imes t ranscribed as 
Ketuvim), means "Writings." Of course the rest of the Bible also consists of "writ-
ings." W h a t therefore justifies giving the last set of books such a generic name? 
As we shall see in chapter 27, the answer is a mat ter of history. In this case, 
Kethuvim has come to serve as a catchall term. It is a miscellany. It contains such 
diverse works as Psalms (prayers), Chronicles (history), Daniel (prophecy) , and 
Song of Songs (erotic poetry) . 

The chart shown on page 10 illustrates the typical a r rangement of the 
books in Hebrew manuscr ip t s and pr in ted edi t ions of the Bible (Tanakh).1 2 It 
also illustrates h o w there are twenty-four books of the Bible according to Jewish 
tradit ion. 



Torah Nevi'im Kethuvim 

Genes is J o s h u a 1 3 Psa lms 
E x o d u s J u d g e s P r o v e r b s 1 5 

Levit icus S a m u e l 1 4 J o b 
N u m b e r s Kings S o n g of S o n g s 1 6 

D e u t e r o n o m y I sa i ah 1 7 R u t h 
J e r e m i a h L a m e n t a t i o n s 
Ezekiel Ecclesiastes 
T h e Twelve M i n o r P r o p h e t s 1 8 Es ther 

Danie l 
E z r a - N e h e m i a h 
C h r o n i c l e s 1 9 

Alternative Arrangements 

Only in Jewish Bibles will you find the books g rouped into three sections. This 
tripartite s t ructure is found in all Hebrew manuscr ip ts of the Bible. All con tem-
porary Jewish translations follow its outl ine. 

In antiquity, however, this a r rangement was not the only one that Jews 
employed. In particular, the Jews w h o rendered the Bible into Greek (produc ing 
the translation k n o w n as the Septuagint more than 2 1 0 0 years ago)2 0 divided it 
into four sections: Torah; Historical Books; W i s d o m and Poetic Books; and 
Prophetic Books.2 1 This order is quite logical—it begins with Torah, the most 
basic text, followed by books about the past (Historical Books), the present 
(Wisdom and Poetic Books), and the fu ture (Prophetic Books). This order ing 
scheme most likely originated in the land of Israel before be ing t ransmit ted to 
the Greek-speaking Jewish c o m m u n i t y of Alexandria, Egypt, together with the 
Hebrew texts of the biblical books themselves. 

The Christians5 Old Testament 

The early Chris t ians came to adopt the order of the Septuagint for two main 
reasons. First, they spoke Greek (rather than Hebrew) , so it was natural for 
t hem to rely on the Greek translat ion and adop t the Greek order. Second, that 
o r d e r — u n l i k e some o t h e r s — e n d e d wi th the prophe t ic books . In the Chris t ian 
canon (Old Testament + New Testament) , this a r rangement jux taposed the 



Prophets (which according to Christ ian t radi t ion predict the arrival of Jesus as 
messiah) with the Gospels (which describe that arrival, fulfilling the predic-
tion). Thus , while the Christ ians ' Bible used an order of Old Testament books 
that predates the rise of Christianity, it d id so because that order served Chris-
tian pu rpose s well. 

The scope of many Christ ians ' Old Testament is larger than that of the Jews' 
Bible. The former includes not only the books listed above but also the Apocry-
pha (which is Greek for "hidden") . These are various Jewish Hellenistic writ ings 
that the Catholic, Or thodox , Coptic, and other Christ ian Churches have held to 
be authori tat ive and sacred, bu t of lesser s tatus than the other books of the Bible 
(that is, they are "deuterocanonical"). These include books like 1 Maccabees (a 
historical text) and Sirach (which goes by m a n y names—Ben Sirach, W i s d o m of 
Ben Sirach, Sira, Ben Sira, etc.; a wisdom text similar to Proverbs). Catholic 
Bibles of ten print these books in a separate section called Apocrypha , even 
though they were originally part of the Old Testament canon. 

The Protestant Church later rejected the Apocrypha as canonical . Regardless 
of h o w we view the Apocrypha, if we set them aside for the m o m e n t we get the 
following four-part Bible: 

Torah Historical Wisdom and Poetic Prophetic 

Genes i s J o s h u a J o b Isaiah 
E x o d u s J u d g e s Psa lms J e r e m i a h 
Levit icus R u t h 2 2 P roverbs L a m e n t a t i o n s 
N u m b e r s 1 S a m u e l 2 3 Ecclesiastes Ezekiel 
D e u t e r o n o m y 2 Samue l Song of S o l o m o n Daniel 

1 Kings T h e Twelve M i n o r 
2 Kings 
1 Chron ic l e s 
2 Chron ic l e s 
Ezra 
N e h e m i a h 
Es ther 

P r o p h e t s 2 4 

This is the ar rangement found in non-Jewish translations ranging f rom the 
King James (1611) to the New Revised Standard Version (1989) and beyond. 
Its reflects no t only certain ancient Greek manuscr ip t s bu t also the influential 
translation of the Bible into Latin by the early Church father Jerome ( 3 4 0 -
4 2 0 C .E . ) . 



In addition, in a small number of cases, chapters of biblical books begin in 
slightly different places in Jewish Bibles in contrast to Christian Bibles; this is yet 
another way in which the Hebrew Bible differs from the Old Testament.2 5 

My Definition of "the Bible" 

This book is a Jewishly sensitive introduction to "the Bible." Thus in this book I 
always use that term to mean what others call "the Hebrew Bible." 

I do not mean to imply that this definition is either the original or the best 
one. (Indeed, the fact that the current Jewish order differs from what is record-
ed in the Babylonian Talmud is a good reminder that the order was never set in 
stone.2 6) My use of the Jewish arrangement merely acknowledges that this is 
what Jews currently use in what they call the Bible. 


