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A Celebration of Possibilities: Authority and Autonomy in Parshanut HaMikra’ 999N OV
Dr. Moshe Sokolow msokolow@yu.edu - (9”R3T N2N2) NXINH DY

Montaigne:

That human life itself is far more capacious, filled with far more incidents, subject to more
vicissitudes, unexpected and unforeseeable events and consequences, than human beings writing
a set of laws could possibly cover. (“On Experience”)

Rav Adin Steinsaltz:

The aim of finding the plain meaning is related to the author's intent, yet the infinite consciousness
of the Giver of the Torah is unfathomable and boundless.

Justice Antonin Scalia:

It is simply incompatible with democratic government, or indeed, even with fair government, to
have the meaning of a law determined by what the lawgiver meant, rather than by what the lawgiver
promulgated.

Stanley Fish:

William Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley’s essays on the affective and intentional fallacies (so
called) ... pled a successful case for [the centrality of] the text by arguing, on the one hand, that the
intentions of the author were unavailable and, on the other, that the responses of the reader were
too variable. Only the text was both indisputably there and stable... The outcome of either fallacy...
is that [the text] itself, as an object of specifically critical judgment, tends to disappear. (“Is there a
text in this class?”)

Meir Weiss:
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10. Menachem Fisch:

To side with the Hillelites is to realize the severe limitations of self-criticism and to recognize the
need, therefore, for the kind of potentially transformative challenge only a real and equally dedicated
opponent can provide and to actively seek such engagement... While the Shammaites, neither flexible
nor open to criticism, prove to be committed to exposing, articulating, and transmitting their halakhic
legacies yet powerless to criticize, adjust, or change them, the Hillelites see themselves as obligated
to adopting a critical, reformative stance toward them. Realizing their relative ineffectiveness as
critics of their own form of life, they enlist the opposition by actively seeking exposure to horizontal
normative criticism from without...(“Deciding by Argument versus Proving by Miracle)"

11. Menachem Fisch:

Arguably, this very disagreement over authority versus autonomy lies at the core of the celebrated incident
surrounding YR13Y YW YN, R. Eliezer is the personification of authority, having declared: mInx 89
DN 117 *an 'NynNw RYW 927. Never have | said anything | had not received from my teacher (Sukkah 28a)
(CONNECTED HERESY: The Talmudic Literature’s Heretic Religiosity)
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13. Ariel Picard:

One of the fundamental questions that accompanies exegetical activity is whether exegesis is the
deciphering of the text and an attempt to reveal what is hidden within the text itself, or whether
exegesis is an additional creative level fashioned on top of the original text. The question engaged
many scholars regarding Midrash. Does it reveal significances hidden within the Bible, orisita
creation that is nourished by the Bible—but creates an additional level beyond it? Each of these
possibilities raises additional questions. If we are talking about the decipherment of a text, we
must ask: how do we know how to do this? And we must demonstrate that our decipherment is
correct, and the significance fashioned by the exegesis was inherent in the original itself. On the
other hand, if we understand exegesis as a new creation that emerges from the source, we will
seek to examine the relationship between the source and its interpretation. We must determine
whether the interpretation derives from the source or whether it is an entirely new creation that is
not connected to, nor dependent upon, the original. (M%pn N& MKR1Y)
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14. Rav Steinsaltz:

This commentary seeks to offer the reader the plain meaning of the text, the peshat. Ostensibly, this is the simplest level of
interpretation, but the elucidation of the plain meaning is actually the most difficult type of interpr‘?t:ition. Other kir.lds of
interpretation, based on allusion [remez], midrashic hermeneutics [derash], or esoteric, mystical traditions [sod], are trefa to
forge links between the text and the sources from which they draw and are not constrained by the language and concepts ut_the
Bible. In contrast, discovering the plain meaning of the text requires the interpreter to adhere closely to the literal meaning of the
words while paying attention to syntax and context. The best way to go about this has always been a matter of debate, and the
elucidation of the plain meaning of the Torah as a holistic entity will never be fully achieved (see, e.g, Ibn Ezra’s introduction to

his commentary on the Torah).
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24. Louis Henkin

Being legal instruments, both the Torah and the [United States] Constitution developed a
jurisprudence; both have been interpreted by lawyers, by men of law. To both, human interpretation
is final: there is that famous story of the effort of Rabbi Eliezer to bring Heaven as authority to
support his position on a point of law, but Heaven's intercession and testimony were rejected by
the majority in the rabbinic academy.

As to the Constitution, Justice Robert Jackson reminded his colleagues that the justices of the
Supreme Court “are not final because we are infallible; but we are infallible only because we are
final.
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26. Lee Shulman

| find this page of the Hebrew Bible, replete with its layered, competing, complementary and
revered commentaries to be prototypical of a Jewish conception of knowing. Although the
biblical text is the starting point for the exegetical and hermeneutic activity, the
interpretations themselves rapidly assume center stage nearly forcing the text into the
background. Although always linked back to the original text, the object of study becomes,
not the text directly, but the logic and persuasiveness of the alternative interpretations.

In proceeding this way, the Jewish tradition replaces the quest for certainty with a celebration of
possibility. This emphasis—this conception of the ever-disputed nature and status of
knowledge—calls naturally for a pedagogy of dialogue and debate rather than of exposition and
inspiration. Itis dialectic rather than didactic.
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