AN INTRODUCTION

by Joel Lurie Grishaver

Torah as an Oral Experience

Initially, the encounter with the Torah began as an oral process.* Its stories were told, learned by heart and retold. Certain patterns and forms were utilized with careful attention to detail. When we look at a Torah text, we can see words repeated seven or ten times in a story, or we may find some passages repeated with just one small intentional change. There is subtle craft to the construction of Torah stories. These nuances of language, rhythm and sound have been very much lost in our audio-visual culture. The irony, however, is that Jewish learners first encounter the Torah as an ORAL experience. The Torah is first revealed as a set of stories told by parents, rabbis and teachers. Students are led to focus on the images, characters and themes of these stories. The relationship with Torah begins for most Jewish learners as a search for the message of a series of ancient Jewish “fairy tales.” These are acted out, translated into craft projects and reduced by simple one-sentence value statements.

Lest there be any doubt, this is exactly as it should be. There is a substantive power in the Torah’s images. A sense of identification with its characters is critical to individual Jewish development, and the ethical arena is the right context for considering this material. The fact that these first experiences are joyful celebrations of this content only further echoes the traditional role and place of Torah in Jewish life. However, the central concern of this MCR Unit is to help students grow beyond this first layer of understanding. It is a work designed to serve a transitional role, moving students from a primary view of Torah towards a more sophisticated perception.

Discovering Meaning in Torah Text

Torah is a written document: a multi-faceted continuum of word-clusters and images in which we can perceive layers of patterns and messages, but which can never be reduced to a simple formula or single explanation. TEXTUAL Torah study is a process of constant exploration and discovery: patterns are revealed; images are encountered; connections between stories and incidents are hinted at, noticed and integrated; “meaning” is a constantly evolving insight. Each encounter with a TEXT should deepen our sense of “meaning.”

Reading Torah

The key to conjuring this “deeper” sense of Torah is an awareness that, in Torah, more is learned by the way the Torah tells its story, than from the actual story itself. To read Torah, we need to go beyond the tale and toward the text. To enter the realm of this ‘textual’ Torah, we need to utilize a process called “close reading.” Simply put, we need to read the Torah word-by-word, line-by-line and see the way its story is told.

Textual Clues

Here is a brief example. Chapter 12 of Genesis really begins the story of Avram. God tells Avram to go to a land that will be shown to him and Avram does. Once he gets there, Avram builds an altar. It is not much of a “story.” While we can infer some inner conflict, there is no drama. When we look at the text, something else emerges. The text is made of three key words that are repeated seven times: Avram’s name, the verb “bless,” and “land.” In this story, God promises Avram a blessing if he goes. This blessing is made up on seven lines. Here is a subtext: Avram = Land of Israel = Blessing. This simple story of a patriarch coming to the Land of Israel becomes the archetype for the Jewish people’s special relationship with that land. But the text is not that simplistic or monolithic. There is a second thread. When God sends Avram on his quest, God says:

Go you forth, from your land, from your kindred, from your father’s house to the land which I will let you see.**
The last part of this verse can also be translated:

Where I will let you see.

Once Avram goes to this land, he builds an altar. At that moment: Yhvh was seen by Avram and said… Here by echoing the word “see,” the second theme is introduced. Avram is introduced as a “seer” (ro’eh in Hebrew), the progenitor of all “prophets.” Israel is set up as a nation of God-seekers, and the Land of Israel as the place of their finding. While all of this is potentially discernible in the story, it is supported by textual analysis.

Literary Devices

Generations of experience have taught us that certain kinds of “literary-devices” are regularly employed (it is always easier to find something when you know what to look for). Briefly, here are some of the basic forms to consider:

MISSING PARTS.*** Biblical narrative has a selective focus. It tells a story by describing actions and by relating dialogue. Descriptions are all but completely missing. We watch stories from a distance. We are never shown characters’ depth of feelings and emotions. This terse, evocative style forces us to complete the story. The reader has to project characters’ feelings, and is led to imagine the missing episodes, which connect the described actions. Biblical narratives leave much in the mind’s eye of the reader.

LEADING WORDS.*** In most biblical stories, certain words are much repeated. Sometimes these words are repeated a fixed number of times --- 5, 7, 10 or 12 times. These repeated “leading words” stand out. They become ‘theme words’ for the story, and point toward the stories’ encoded messages.

REPITITION AND VARIATION.*** Often, segments of dialogue or a series of descriptive elements are repeated within a text. Someone makes a speech. A second character repeats that speech. When we read very closely, we notice that the repetition either has added or subtracted something from the original speech or utterance. The clue to meaning is often locked in this small change.

CONNECTING ECHOES.*** The Torah’s stories are written with connecting word-echoes: a word or two are used in one story and then carefully repeated in another story. This often connects the two stories and helps to develop the definition of this word cluster. For example, in the story of Creation, mankind is told to “keep” the world, then Cain is instructed to be “his brother’s keeper,” finally through Avraham, the Jewish people are instructed to “keep” a Covenant between them and God.

Illustrations of Literary Devices*
MISSING PARTS

Terah took Avram, his son and Lot, son of Haran, his son’s son and Sarai, his daughter-in-law, wife of Avram, his son. They set out together from Ur of the Chaldeans to go to the land of Canaan. When they had come as far as Haran, they settled there…

YHWH said to Avram:

Go-you-forth from your land…(Gen. 11:31, 12:1)

Missing parts:

(a) Why did Terah’s family leave Ur?

(b) Why did the family stay in Haran?

(c) What transpired between Avram and god before Avram was commanded to “go forth” to Canaan?

LEADING WORDS

Avram is Called

I…will give you blessing…

Be a blessing

I will bless those who bless you…

All the clans of the soil will find blessing through you (Gen. 12:2-3).

REPETITION AND VARIATION

Shabbat in the Ten Words (Commandments)

Exodus (20:8, 11)
Deuteronomy (5:12, 15)

REMEMBER the Sabbath day
OBSERVE the Sabbath day

and keep it holy
and keep it holy…

For in six days the Lord
Remember that you were a

made the heaven and earth…
slave in Egypt,

And he rested on the
And the Lord your God freed

seventh day,
you from there…

Therefore, the Lord blessed
Therefore, the Lord your

The Sabbath day and made
god has commanded you to

It holy
OBSERVE the Sabbath day

CONNECTING ECHOES

Adam in the Garden of Eden

And the Lord God took the man

And put him into the Garden of Eden

To till it and to keep it (Gen. 2:15)

Cain’s Response to God

Am I my brother’s keeper? (Gen. 4:9)

Avraham and the Covenant

And god said to Avraham…

You shall keep my Covenant (Gen. 17:9)

Shabbat and the Covenant

The children of Israel shall keep the Shabbat (Ex. 31:16)

Midrash and Torah Study

Authentic Jewish Torah study involves a third dynamic. There is a 2,000 year tradition of Torah study and commentary on which a Jewish learner can call, starting with the Pharisaic scholars who began around 200 B.C.E. a literature known as Midrash – and extending to about 1,000 C.E. Midrash was a written process of pointing out and responding to the questions the Torah itself prompted. The rabbis noted the literary devices just described and added their own explanations and interpretations. In addition, other kinds of problems and issues were added to the process.*
Midrash is also a unique form of literature. It originated in the simultaneous oral translations and interpretations given to Torah portions as they were publicly read in the synagogue. Its own formal style and conventions evolved, as it became a written literature. Midrash uses analogies, parables, invented stories and other forms to explain and expand the Torah’s meanings. While a midrashic text may flow in many directions, it is important to note that every midrash has three essential elements:

(a) It begins with a question about the Torah test;

(b) It answers or resolves that question;

(c) It teaches an ethical message or principle (and this may indeed be different from the answer to the original question). 

Rashi Commentary

Starting in the 6th century, midrashic writing gave way to a new form – the commentary. Jewish Torah commentary was a terse form of companion. Often written in shorthand jargon, these commentaries assumed that learners could identify the key questions posed by the Torah text without aid. These short notes merely pointed out the clues needed to form explanations. Jewish Torah commentary reached its epoch with RASHI, an 11th century commentator, Rabbi Shlomo ben Itzhaki. His work, which is still the primary companion for Jewish Torah study, was designed to teach learners how to learn Torah. By working through his commentary, students accessed not only the meaning of each line, and its connection to other Jewish sources, but also a distinctive Jewish process of learning.

Indeed, rabbinical commentary on the Torah continues to our own day. For samples of Midrash, Rashi and other rabbinical commentaries on Genesis, see PP. 17-20.

Looking at Rashi’s comments, we find that five categories of questions provoked his response:

NEXT TO: Rashi often wondered about the juxtaposition of texts. He asks about and explains what the Torah wants us to learn from the order and sequence of material.

EXTRA LANGUAGE: Rashi believed that, being of divine authorship, the Torah should be perfectly written. Whenever something is repeated, whenever more words are used than seem necessary, Rashi assumed that the Torah is teaching something and sought to discover that message.

BEHAVIOR: For Rashi, God was the supreme ethical ideal and Torah heroes were to stand as perfect examples of ethical conduct. Where either God, or a Patriarch or Matriarch engaged in a behavior which seemed less than ideal, Rashi faced a problem. He had the need to find the true “ethical nature” of this BEHAVIOR and in it was a new message.

CONTRADICTIONS: There are places in the Torah text where one statement seems to CONTRADICT another. For Rashi, this was an impossibility. A book written by God could not have contradictions. This was a job for commentary. For Rashi, this apparent CONTRADICTION was another prompt through which the Torah was teaching a lesson.

GRAMMAR AND MEANING: There are verses in the Torah whose meaning is obscure. Because of lost insights into either vocabulary or language structure, we have trouble determining the plain meaning of the words (let alone their explanation). In these places, Rashi struggles to explicate these passages.

Rashi, Midrash and Textual Clues

For the most part, Rashi’s work was a synthesis of earlier rabbinic commentary. His process was a midrashic one. Most of the questions to which he responds, and most of the answers on which he draws, are found in earlier works. His genius was in the concise clarity of his work, the utter simplicity with which he cues complex connections and insights. His commentary provides a wondrous survey of the entire rabbinic tradition. When we contrast the kinds of questions and responses evolved through textual clues (as noted on page 3) and those manifested in Midrashic material (and exemplified in Rashi’s work), we find an overlap but not a complete correspondence.

Unit Goals

Based on the foregoing, this MCR Unit has three main goals:

(a) Learning text – to foster the development of attack skills for close reading of Torah text.

(b) Accessing sources – to experience the way Midrash expands a Torah vision; to appreciate a sense of the “dialogue” created by comments of Rashi.

(c) Emulating role models – to derive a value lesson from the Torah text in a way that the Patriarchs and Matriarchs become models for Jewish living.

Dynamics of Text Study

Text study is a magical process. Unlike the frontal classroom where the teacher is the focus, or the self-directed classroom where each student (or student team) functions in an independent cosmos, text study creates a interdependent, constantly changing series of environs. At the center of this world is the text. The text is in front of each participant, and each learner has his/her own relationship with it.

Teacher’s Role

The teacher serves as “ring master” by asking questions, pointing out patterns and adding new information. The teacher is constantly re-directing students’ relationship with the text, reconsidering the world patterns, re-expressing their meaning, again and again. The ongoing insights of 2,000 years of consideration bring the past back to its own new life.

Students’ Involvement

Learning from texts is not limited to teacher-directed insights. Text learning is a communal process. It usually takes a combination of insights to decode a text. In class discussion, it often happens, when enough energy has been pumped back into the ancient words, that the text regains a living voice. It is at these moments that the teacher gets a chance to withdraw. What is left is student challenging student, student questioning the text and student defending the text.

Chavruta: A Classroom Community

Facilitating a classroom community by engaging in Torah text study and discovering “Jewish connections” – is the final goal of this Unit.

* For a succinct historical overview on the biblical world, the canonization of the Bible, the Apocrypha, the Mesorah and Bible translations, see Miriam Levitin, A Path to Scripture, PP. 4-11.


** Translations used in this Unit are from In the Beginning: A New English Rendition of the Book of Genesis, translated with Commentary and Notes by Everett Fox. New York: Schocken Books, 1983. Used with permission.


*** For illustrations, see the following pages.


*** For illustrations, see the following pages.


* For additional, enlightening illustrations – including Midrashic interpretations, as well as implications for teaching – see Joel Lurie Grishaver, Beyond Bible Tales, in The Jewish Teacher’s Handbook, Vol. III, Audrey Friedman Marcus (ed.), PP. 69-85; and Barry W. Holtz (ed.), Beck to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts, PP. 37-51.


* For an illustrative Time Line, see P. 16; also Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol. II, Cols. 1507-1515. For samples of a Midrash text and Rabbinical commentaries on the Torah, see PP. 17-20.





