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Though he refutes everywhere the attacks of the Critics, he does not neglect
other exegetic tasks [...] He interprets Scripture. He translates and explains
every verse and term, so that nothing stays unclarified. He overlooks no
difficulties in text, vocabulary, or grammar, some arising from chronological

data, others from problems of facts presented.!®
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Abstract

My purpose in this paper is to shed light on Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman’s commentary
on the literary portions of the Torah and to highlight specific trends in his Torah
works and provide an analysis of his commentary on the book of Genesis. My main
objectives are the following: identification of the formats that repeat themselves in the
interpretation method he used in his commentaries, a study of how his world view is
reflected in his explanation of the biblical texts, and a discussion of his unique
contribution as a traditional commentator who wrote in his particular time and
location. After noting the characteristics of his method, | will emphasize the unique
variety presented in his commentary as compared to that of the earlier commentators,
and as compared to others of his own time. It appears that there were two lines of
thought that guided him in his Torah lessons and books. The first was his goal of
explaining the biblical verses properly; this task was directed internally, toward the
general Jewish community. Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman (hereafter: "RDZH")
interpreted the text on the basis of its plain meaning, and offered an up-to-date,
education-oriented commentary. His commentary was intended as a means for
intensifying religious identification and awareness within the Jewish society during
the age of enlightenment. His second line of thought had as its main purpose the
refutation of the biblical criticism approach that had taken root during his period, and
this polemic was directed primarily at rabbis and biblical scholars. Bible critics denied
the holiness of both the written Torah and the oral Torah, and sought to undermine the
foundations of the Jewish faith. RDZH refuted their claims by using scientific
methods that the bible critics themselves used, and thus became a fellow scholar,
arguing at their own level, and taking a stand against their positions. This paper
examines his commentary in light of the historical background in which it was

written, and in accordance with the different lines of thought expressed in it.

My research is unique in two ways. First — there is the scope of the material that |
examined: my focus on the book of Genesis in its entirety, and my analysis of central
parts of that book. Second — my research method is unique: the research involved a
study of all his commentaries on the book of Genesis, a sorting out of the principles
and guiding lines that are revealed therein, and a determination of the basic
foundations that characterize his commentary. A review of the research literature

concerning RDZH and his work indicate that such research is relatively minimal, and



what literature there is deals primarily with his contribution to the struggle waged by
Orthodox Jewry against biblical criticism. Most of the studies that have been written
deal with RDZH’s commentary to the book of Leviticus, which was his first work on
the Bible and reflected the core of the dispute between the various schools of thought
regarding the Bible during his period. This paper is the first to present an in-depth
study of RDZH’s interpretative approach, and to focus on his commentary to the book
of Genesis — a commentary that has been studied only minimally by researchers. This
paper is an attempt to expand the core of analysis of the RDZH — to go beyond the
study of his activity against biblical criticism and to include as well a study of his
commentary as material that stands on its own — wholly apart from the anti-criticism
polemic. In light of this, most of the paper deals with the characteristics of his
commentary, and only one chapter relates to his polemic against biblical criticism.

The paper’s introduction presents a survey of RDZH’s life story, with an emphasis on
his unique educational background. His Torah and secular academic education
enabled him to write a scientific commentary on the Bible. All of his religious works,
in several areas, are surveyed: midrash, Talmud and halacha. His work included
books, articles and the publication of halachic responsa; his ouvre reflects his multi-
aspected personality and his significant writing ability. Only a few scholars have
written biographical studies that comprise all of his life story and describe all of his
Torah achievements and his impact on the development of Jewish studies. | note the
writings of Wolfsberg and Markowitz, who discuss, in their comprehensive articles,
the size of his personality and its impact on various areas. Such analysis is important
because an in-depth understanding of a person’s work depends on an understanding of

the person and his influence on those who lived in his time.

The first chapter of this paper provides an analysis of all the aspects of RDZH’s
approach as a commentator. The paper starts with the basic assumptions on which his
commentary is based: a divinely revealed Torah, the credibility of the Oral Torah, and
the authenticity of the Masoretic text. RDZH was a person who believed in both
Torah and science, and I have therefore also examined the way in which he dealt with
resolving difficulties that appear in the Torah, on two tracks — both as a commentator
bound to the principle of faith, and as a normative scientist. An analysis of his
commentaries indicates that he sought, in his explanations, to create a bridge between
views based on faith in the Talmudic sages, on the one hand, and — on the other hand



— the conclusions reached by science. Alongside this, in those instances in which his
commentary conflicts with the views of the Talmudic sages, | have offered an
explanation that provides the reason for his rejection of their views. All of the aspects
of his writing — the style, structure and content — are analyzed and discussed. Each
area is reviewed on its own and as part of the totality of his commentary. His mode of
operation appears to have been fixed and uniform. He started with an overview of the
entire Torah portion, and then moved from the general issues to the particular. The
discussion of a single verse was based on a division of the chapter into small units and
an examination of the verse’s significance in both the broad and narrow context in
which it appears. His innovations appear against a background of earlier
commentaries that he sets out before his reader, and after discussing, accordingly, the
various opinions regarding the text’s simple meaning. His commentary is
characterized by a summary of the approaches taken by those who preceded him,
followed by a proposed up-to-date commentary given in light of “the plain meanings
that arise every day anew”. For this purpose, he relied on new studies and discoveries
that followed from scientific developments in the study of Semitic languages,
geography, geology, etc. The reliability of the comparison held an important place in
his approach, and he uses sources from the Bible itself, in order to determine the
intention of what had been written. This approach intensified the study of the Torah
and revealed new understandings of the written texts. | have also examined the
sources that he relied upon in his commentary, and found that he made much use of
external sources that had not been accepted within rabbinic circles — and he often

referred to these sources even before mentioning the traditional ones.

The second chapter focuses on his introductions. These introductions constitute a very
important RDZH contribution, and the concept left its mark on the format of all
commentaries written in the modern age. In his introductions, he discussed the
structure of each biblical book, its division into sections and the determination of its
main and secondary subjects. By outlining the components of the introductions and
their characteristics, and by dividing the motifs into categories, | have been able to
examine the contribution made by the introductions with respect to the explanations
of the verses. The introductions can be divided into two categories: introductions for
main sections and introductions for sub-divisions. In his introductions, RDZH dealt

with the key issue of the particular biblical book and its characteristics, which had



almost never been subject to an in-depth analysis in the framework of traditional
Torah commentaries. By sorting out the components that appear in the introductions, |
have been able to determine the variety of subjects that RDZH discussed only in the

introductions, and not in the actual commentary itself.

The third chapter presents a study of his methodical polemic against biblical criticism.
The chapter reviews the difference between the critical method and the tradition-
based approach. RDZH’s fundamental assumption was that the entire Torah was
dictated by G-d to Moses, a view that conflicts with the standard critical
understanding that there were several authors involved in the writing of the Torah.
Three key matters are examined in depth: the different names used for G-d throughout
the book; the conflicts between identical stories within the Bible; and the changes in
the writing style within the Torah’s text. These three matters formed the core of the
dispute between the two different views of authorship, and I’ve therefore focused on
them. It appears that when he discussed the difficulties presented by biblical criticism,
RDZH agreed with the questions that were raised, but resolved them in accordance
with the traditional method. | examined his use of scientific methods in order to
understand the intention behind the verses, and as an answer to the claims raised by
biblical criticism. In contrast with most of the Orthodox rabbis of his time, who
dismissed the critical method by ignoring it and summarily rejecting the claims made
by its adherents, RDZH dealt directly and openly with those claims. His commentary
displays significant familiarity with the views of the Bible critics, which can be seen
in his references to the varying approaches taken by different scholars, and in his

carefully supported refutations of their positions.

The fourth chapter discusses the educational values aspect of his commentary — an
aspect which is often swallowed up among the “larger” issues in studies of RDZH.
This education-oriented trend was common to other commentators of his time period,
and in the case of RDZH’s work — it was expressed in the expansion of his
commentary beyond the local and immediate context of the particular verses he
explained. These broader discussions dealt with the fundamentals of faith, with
current affairs and with matters that were relevant for readers of his own time period.
In this chapter, | carried out a segmented analysis of the issues that RDZH discussed,
and focused on those comments within his commentary that seem to provide a

perspective on matters that were of current importance at the time. This analysis leads

v



to an understanding that his commentary also served as a tool for imparting an orderly
system of educational messages, with practical applications for his generation and in
general. In addition, I compared RDZH’s approach regarding the patriarchs’ sins with
that of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch. Despite the similarity between their two views,
it appears that there was a significant difference between the guiding principles of the
two commentators. The disparity is presented in a table that emphasizes the
differences between them, with regard to one particular issue. The presentation of this
data shows that RDZH was conservative, and applied a protective and defensive
approach with respect to seemingly inappropriate behavior of the patriarchs and their

wives.

By carefully examining his commentaries on the literary portions of the book of
Genesis and by analyzing his commentary’s method and its characteristics, | have
shown that RDZH was a thorough, methodical and conservative commentator — and
that at the same time, his work was also daring and groundbreaking. His innovations
can be seen in his ongoing commentary, and in his defense of traditional belief as
expressed in his explanations, which he presented as a response to the Bible critics’
approach.
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