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Introduction

New movements and ideologies arose in the 18" and 19" centuries which questioned traditional Jewish
norms, including the belief in the divinity of the Torah, the authenticity of the Oral Tradition and the
binding imperative of halachah. Haskalah (Enlightenment), the burgeoning German Reform movement
and Wellhausen’s Documentary Hypothesis each delivered a unique challenge to the traditional picture
of the origins and validity of the Torah and, by extension, to the continuation of traditional Jewish life.

These challenges were confronted head-on by a new type of Torah commentator: these scholars were
equipped with encyclopaedic knowledge of the Bible, Talmud and Midrash, and were completely
familiarity with the arguments of their detractors. In his own way, each sought to defend the integrity of
the text, prove the authenticity of the rabbinical tradition, and ascertain a firm bridge between the two. In
so doing, they established the place of traditional interpretation in a post-Enlightenment world.

The four commentators we will encounter are:

Rabbi Yaakov Zvi Mecklenburg (1785-1865)

Rabbi Mecklenburg was rabbi of Kénigsberg, Prussia (now Kaliningrad). His commentary to the Torah,
HaKetav VeHaKabbalah, suggests linguistic background to rabbinical interpretation and, as its title
indicates, demonstrates that the Oral Tradition (Kabbalah) can be synthesised with the written text
(Ketav).

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888)

Rabbi Hirsch founded the ‘Torah im Derech Eretz’ school of modern Jewish thought, combining aspects
of Western culture with traditional beliefs and strict observance of halachah. His German The
Pentateuch — with translation and commentary offers profound insights into the Hebrew language, as
well as a rationalistic perspective on the Torah’s narratives and laws.

Malbim - Rabbi Meir Leibush Weiser (1809-1879)

Malbim lived a troubled, peripatetic life, defending traditional Jewish beliefs and practice in the
communities he served in Rumania, Prussia and Poland. He often fell into conflict, was falsely accused
on several occasions, and was once liberated from prison through the intervention of Sir Moses
Montefiore. His extensive Bible commentaries address synonyms and justify apparent textual
redundancy.

Netziv - Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (1816-1893)

Head of the famed Volozhin Yeshivah and prolific author, Rabbi Berlin championed a traditional style of
scholarship, but was opposed to the deeply analytical method that was popular at the time. His HaEmek
Davar commentary on the Torah exposes the author’s love for every letter and hint in the text and shows
how rabbinic derash (homiletics) relates to the peshat (simple reading of a verse).

Harvey Belovski, Harmonisation as Theological Hermeneutic: the Interpretative Methodology of
Rabbi Shemuel Bornstein of Sochaczew (available at www.rabbibelovski.com), pp. 222-3.

Produced in response to the growing intellectual challenges to traditional Jewish beliefs and norms
engendered by the rise of the Reform and Haskalah (Enlightenment) movements, nineteenth-century
non-Hasidic European Bible interpretation was characterised by a need to justify the oral tradition and
harmonise it with the biblical text. This impulse originated in Germany," where, according to Jay Harris,
Rabbi Yaakov Zvi Meklenberg’'s 1839 work Ha-Ketav ve-ha-Kabbalah (‘The Scripture and the Tradition’),
‘represented the first in a series of Bible commentaries to emerge from the German rabbinate whose

' Germany was the cradle of the Reform movement.
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expressed purpose was to unify the written and the oral Torahs’? As Harris correctly points out,
Meklenberg and those who followed him set out to show that ‘a proper understanding of the language of
the Bible would allow one to discern its more profound meaning, which corresponds to the teachings of
the oral law’.> Harris demonstrates how other significant nineteenth-century commentators followed
much the same agenda as Meklenberg, each in his own way: Rabbi Meir Leibush Weiser (Malbim)
whose commentary ‘would show the unity of the written and oral Torahs’;* Rabbi Samson Raphael
Hirsch, whose understanding of the relationship between the oral and written laws ‘preserved the divine
authority of the entire body of Jewish law and vitiated any effort to historicize it.”° Others champions of
this interpretative mode include Rabbi Dov Ber Treves and Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (Neziv).
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% Jay Michael Harris, How Do We Know This? Midrash and the Fragmentation of Modern Judaism (Albany: SUNY
Press, 1995), p. 214.

3 Harris, loc. cit.

* Harris, p. 220.

® Harris, p. 227.
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