
WHAT MAKES THE TORAH HOLY? 

Rabbi Richard Hirsh  

 

A. “Judaism can be seen as an ongoing dialogue between ever-changing circumstances and Jewish texts 
invested with enduring authority. This is especially true with respect to our most sacred text, the Torah. 
(p. xxxi)…Jews have traditionally believed that each of the books that comprise the Hebrew Bible reflect 
God’s word in some way. As a “religion of the Book,” Judaism has looked to these revealed writings for 
guidance in every aspect of human life. Yet a religion based upon static texts, however holy, cannot 
easily adjust to the ever-varying conditions of human life. That Judaism has endured is due, in large part, 
to our traditions of biblical interpretation.”  [The Torah A Women’s Commentary, 2008, p. xlix] 

B. “Conservative Judaism is based on Rabbinic Judaism. It differs, however, in the recognition that all texts 
were composed in given historical contexts. The Conservative Movement, in short, applies historical, 
“critical” [“academic”] methods to the study of the biblical text. It views the Torah as the product of 
generations of inspired prophets, priests, and teachers, beginning with the time of Moses but not 
reaching its [the Torah’s] present form until the post-exilic age in the 6th or 5th century BCE. The Torah is 
viewed [by Conservative Judaism] in the words of Rabbi Harold Kushner as “God’s first words, not God’s 
last words.”  (Etz Hayyim Conservative Jewish Torah Commentary, 2001 p. xxi) 

“This [Reform] commentary proceeds from the assumption that the Torah is a book that had its origin in the 
hearts and minds of the Jewish people. Many people deny this basic assumption. They believe the Torah is “the 
word of God,” given (by direct inspiration or in some other way) by God to Moses…the commentator [i.e., Rabbi 
Plaut] who differs with this approach and proceeds on the premise of human rather than divine authorship faces 
two initial questions: (1) Does God have anything to do with the Torah? (2) How is the Torah different from any 
other significant literature of the past? [The Torah: A Modern {Reform} Commentary 1972 pp. xxxvii-xxxix] 

 

[Rabbi Plaut’s answers:]   

(1) While God is not the author of the Torah…the Torah is a book about humanity’s [?] understanding of and 
experience with God…We believe it is possible to say: The Torah is ancient Israel’s distinctive record of its search 
for God. It attempts to record the meeting of the human and the Divine, the great [biblical] moments of 
encounter. Therefore, the text is often touched by the ineffable Presence…God is not the author of the text, the 
people are; but God’s voice may be heard through theirs if we listen with open minds… 

(2) For those of us who see in the Torah a people’s search for and meeting with God, the answer is self-
evident…But even for those who see in [the Torah] only [RRH: !!] the human quest, with all its strengths and 
weaknesses, there ought to be something special about it. For over two and one-half millennia, the Torah has 
been the keystone of Jewish life…a long tradition of holding up [the Torah] as a prism, discovering through it and 
in it a vast spectrum of insights, makes the Torah unlike any other work [RRH: for Jews]. They cannot know their 
past or themselves without this book…The Torah is important for yet another reason…it speaks directly to our 
time. The relevance [of the Torah] may be found in questions, rather than answers…[we can look at the Torah 
seriously without having to take it literally.]  
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Choosing A Lens/Analogy/Metaphor/Symbol: 

• Torah as “foundation” (everything else is built upon it and cannot stand without it) 

• Torah as “diary” (the earliest thoughts of our ancestors, whose experiences shape us) 

• Torah as “a story” (a constructed narrative that unfolds experiences and creates a whole, or a self) 

• Torah “our story” (the stories, photos, mementos, etc, are “sacred because they are ours” and tell us 
“who we are/where we came from.” Other people have equally sacred if different stories.) 

• Torah as “philosophy” (seeks/argues for “truth”) 

• Torah as “ethics” (tells us what is right and wrong) 

• Torah as “theology” (tells us something/everything about God) 

• Torah as “anthropology” (tells us something/everything about being human) 

• Torah as “poetry”— A poem, Edward Hirsch writes in How to Read a Poem, invites us “to listen, to 
change, to feel a living hand coming off [of] a page. To take up the offer of [a poem] is to engage a 
solitude that would be transformed, a loneliness that would become holy, a desolate crying out that 
signals we are in the presence of the sacred.” (p. 60)   

 

• Torah as “art/creativity/aesthetic experience” David Ebenbach, the Artists Torah, p. 78-81): 

“One of the interesting things about the process of creating art (and discovering wisdom) is that it can be hard 
to talk about. Composer John Zorn has said that he typically avoids interviews, partially because he’s not sure 
what to say about what he’s working on. ‘I do music,’ he says. ‘And a lot of times I don’t really understand fully 
what it is I’m doing at the moment. I understand ten years later what it was. I gotta go on intuition a lot of the 
time.’ It’s hard to talk about revelation, especially because it’s so extremely individual. 

The person next to me at the foot of Mt. Sinai is having a different experience of the divine that I am, sure—but 
we are both having an experience of the divine. In his characteristically dense prose, painter Mark Rothko puts it 
like this when he discusses the similarities between the poet, the philosopher and the visual artist: ‘The 
preoccupation with these eternal problems creates a common ground which transcends the disparity in the 
means used to achieve them.’ We are, each of us, engaged in the same process. It plays itself out differently in 
each one of us, just as everything else does. But the result is the same—in every soul, a part or a version of the 
wisdom from atop the mountain. In the case of the artists, or anyone else who finds a way to share the 
revelation, that individual wisdom comes back to the community, whether on canvas or on a dance floor or in 
words, or in notes, a bond with those who are standing  here with us this day before Adonai our God and those 
who are not here this day.(Deuteronomy 29:13)—a bond with the artist’s generation and all those yet to come.” 

 

 


