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True Writ: Can you have your Bible and Criticize it too? 
Parshat Terumah  
Gilah Kletenik 

 
Imagine for a moment that we decided to install two golden keruvim, cherubs or griffins 
here on the bimah right behind me, one on each side of our Aron ha-Qodesh to furnish 
our miqdash me’at, our miniature temple. Wouldn’t that be nice? This would lend a little 
more dimension to the bimah. It would add some color. No doubt would give us 
something good-looking to feast our eyes upon during davening and perhaps even during 
the sermon. 
 
But wait a second. We would never even think of doing such a thing, would we? A 
griffin pounded out of gold, that’s a graven image and in our shul no less! God forbid.  
 
We find this problematic, but God apparently does not. After all, in our Parshah we learn 
that on top of the Aron, which houses the Tablets of the Law, thus serving as the very 
focal point of the entire Mishkan, we are to build: “shenayim keruvim zahav – two 
cherubs of gold.” These keruvim will have spread wings and their faces will turn towards 
each other and from the very space between them, God says “ve-noaditi lekha sham, ve-
dibarti itkha – I shall meet with you there and speak with you.”  
 
Hmmmm. This seems particularly idiosyncratic. You see, beneath these keruvim, inside 
the Aron, are the Luhot ha-Berit, upon which is written: “lo taaseh lekha pesel– You shall 
not make for yourself a graven image.”  
 
The second of the Ten Commandments is the prohibition against making any graven 
images, whatever. And yet, on top of the very space devoted to housing these laws, we 
find two griffins, pounded out of pure gold.  
 
We thought it rather inappropriate for us to install two keruvim here in our shul. After all, 
we have all read only a few chapters further in the Torah where we learn of the Golden 
Calf and the potential risks posed by graven images.  
 
So why, in the Qodesh ha-Qodashim, the holiest space on earth, does God command us 
to place not one, but two sculptured images. Graven images in the Holy of Holies! What 
is going on here? 
 
We are not the first to raise this perplexity. Yehudah HaLevi in his Kuzari, and Isaac 
Abarbanel in his Torah commentary suggest that while the keruvim are graven images, 
God has commanded that they be fashioned and thus God’s word and their specific 
placement in the Holy of Holies, obviates their questionable character.  
 
But, there is more here. Indeed, the message is unmistakable. Not despite, but precisely in 
light of, because of, the proven risk that idolatry poses, God requires that these images be 
in the Holy of Holies. Often, in life, and particularly in our Judaism, we have a tendency 
to distance ourselves from that, which is most dangerous, and poses the greatest threat to 
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our belief. And this is understandable, we are human and we are afraid. But, the image of 
the keruvim urges us to be more complex in coping with our deepest dangers and most 
ingrained insecurities. 
 
What might this actually look like?  
 
To illustrate what I am advocating, let us explore the seemingly most fundamental threat 
to Torah and understand that ultimately, we have quite a bit to gain by engaging with it, 
as opposed to the easier root of evasion.  
 
In 1878 a German biblical scholar named Julius Wellhausen published Prolegomena zur 
Geschichte Israels – A Prologomena to the History of Israel, wherein he outlines what 
has come to be known as the Documentary Hypothesis; that the Torah was not authored 
by Moshe through the word of God on Har Sinai, as the traditional belief maintains. 
Rather, the Torah is a compilation of various disparate documents authored by different 
people, at different periods and in different places.  
 
Wellhausen was by no means the first to question the authorship of the Torah.  
 
Like the ancient and medieval Jewish biblical interpreters before him, Wellhausen paid 
close attention to the Torah’s text and noticed that God is at times referred to as Elohim 
and at other moments with the tetragrammaton, Y-H-V-H. Wellhausen argued that these 
different names for God signify different authors – the former known as the E source, and 
the latter, the J source. He also identified a different author for the Book of Deuteronomy, 
which he calls the D source and another author for the part of the Torah concerned with 
the Priesthood and Tabernacle, which he labels as the P source.  
 
While elements of Wellhausen’s position have since been challenged, his general thesis is 
still widely accepted in the academic community.  
 
How ought we, Torah-believing Jews to confront modern biblical scholarship? 
 
Well, the widespread approach in the observant community is for us simply to distance 
ourselves and wholly reject biblical criticism – it is heretical, based on unproven, 
spurious lies and falsehoods. We should not mention it, let alone study it and certainly 
not from the bimah Shabbat morning. This approach, while appealing, seems slightly too 
simplistic and dismissive for our dispositions.   
 
That said, what, if anything, might the Documentary Hypothesis have to offer us? 
As we have noted, scholars assert that different people authored the Torah. And well, 
different people naturally have differing opinions, beliefs and ideas especially if they are 
living in different areas and different eras. Thus, these different authors J, E, P, and D all 
hold very disparate theological conceptions, according to biblical scholars.  
 
For example, let us flip all the way back in our minds to Parshat Bereishit. As we know, 
there are two separate creation narratives. We will focus on the second, which scholars 
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attribute to the J source. Here, we learn of this perfect paradise called Gan Eden that God 
has created for Adam and Havah. Of course, as we know, these first two humans do just 
as they are commanded not to do. Consequently, the Lord curses humanity, condemning 
it to a future of hard labor and, we are told, “va-yegareish et ha-adam va-yashkein me-
qedem le-gan eden et ha-keruvim ve-et lahat ha-herev ha-mithapahat li-shmor et derekh 
ets ha-hayyim – Having expelled man, He stationed east of the garden of Eden the 
keruvim and the fiery ever-turning sword, to guard the way to the tree of life.”  
 
The God that emerges from these verses in Bereishit is not a particularly friendly one, to 
say the least. Moreover, the J source, it seems, is rather pessimistic about humanity’s 
potential – we are cast out from the presence of the Lord, locked out by the keruvim, 
never to return again, period. 
 
On the other hand, we come to our Parshah, which scholars attribute to the P source, and 
a completely different picture of God emerges: “ve-asu li miqdash ve-shakhanti be-
tokham – And they shall make me a sanctuary that I may dwell in their midst.” The God 
of P is unlike the God of J, who is distant and inaccessible. On the contrary, not only are 
we capable of encountering God but He dwells in our midst, at the center of our camp! In 
this sense, argue biblical scholars, the P source is revolutionary – we humans, of flesh 
and blood are capable, indeed commanded to build a home for the Lord! There is a place 
for the Holy even here on earth.  
 
Biblical scholars have drawn our attention to a weighty theological conversation 
percolating within the Torah’s text – according to J, of the creation narrative, God 
banishes humanity from before His Presence. But, for P, the Divine not only allows for 
His Presence to dwell among us, but we are charged to build its abode.  
 
Philosophically speaking, there is even more here – that P’s building of the Tabernacle 
leads us to reexamine J’s creation narrative is no coincidence. The Pesiqta asks, what else 
was erected with the Mishkan? “Ha-Olam huqam imo – the world was erected with it.” 
Why? Because until the Mishkan was built, “hayah ha-Olam rotet – the world was 
shaking, wobbling” and from the moment that the Mishkan was erected the world finally 
stood firm.  
 
J’s reality is unsustainable, argues P. A world where human is banished from before the 
Presence of the Lord, exiled east of Eden, locked out of the Garden while the keruvim, 
stand guard at its gates, is an unstable, insecure world. The world will only stop shaking 
once P allows for human access to the Divine Presence, when God will reveal Himself 
from between the keruvim.  
 
This kind of approach is precisely in line with what the late Rabbi Mordekhai Breuer 
advocated. Rabbi Breuer accepted the Documentary Hypothesis, with one caveat; yes, the 
Torah is a compilation of separate documents, but God is the sole author of them. And 
the Lord intentionally compiled the Torah from various documents to draw our attention 
to precisely these kinds of essential theological tensions ruminating within.  
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There is an ongoing debate within the scholarly community: Can you have your Bible 
and criticize it too? Bible scholar and observant Jew, Dr. James L. Kugel has argued 
extensively that no; you cannot have your Bible and criticize it too. To Kugel, with whom 
I have had the privilege to discuss this issue, traditional Judaism and modern biblical 
scholarship are completely incompatible. I have a different approach.  
 
This is the kind of project that we often engage in during our Torah Topics class, when 
just last week we examined the similarities between Hammurabi’s Law and the mitsvot in 
Mishpatim. Or in Parshah class when we recently compared the Torah’s account of a 
particular event to its record in Apocryphal and Pseudopigraphic works. In both of these 
instances our understanding of the Torah was enriched by an appeal to that which has 
traditionally been regarded as “off-limits.”  
 
And more, we have come to realize that a genuinely intellectual Judaism 
comprehensively engages our sacred texts, no holds barred, as opposed to merely 
appealing to untraditional and unusual external sources when comfortable, clever or 
captivating.  
 
Don’t get me wrong; the challenges that biblical criticism raises for traditional Judaism 
are manifold and complex. It is an issue that scholars the likes of Franz Rosenzweig, 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, Rabbi Breuer and most recently, Tamar Ross, have been 
struggling with for years.  
 
But it is precisely modern biblical scholarship’s complications, which make it the perfect 
case study of the need for us to bring graven images into the Holy of Holies and, like 
God, not be afraid of the potential risks that this might present. We just incorporated 
biblical criticism into our exploration of this week’s parshah and look how much depth it 
has lent our understanding! If it is possible to engage with the seemingly most dangerous 
threat to our Judaism, in a way that is both honest and enriching, then certainly we need 
not be afraid of other potential dangers as well.   
 
What is our take away from this morning’s conversation?  
 
To a certain extent, I understand that I am preaching to the choir. After all, if we did not 
embrace this kind of Judaism, I would not be standing here today speaking with you. 
More than anyone, Rabbi Lookstein and this entire congregation understand the need for 
us to challenge the status quo, to bring that which has traditionally been perceived as 
graven images into our Holy of Holies. And my very standing here today is a testament to 
this. Indeed, I feel blessed for this opportunity and privileged to be living at such a 
momentous time in Jewish history.  
 
At the same time though, I feel that too often the questions swimming in our minds go 
unasked and unconsidered. If Judaism is to thrive in the 21st century, we must be willing 
to place even more seeming graven images in our Holy of Holies, to do so we must 
fearlessly confront the issues nagging at our brains. How ought we to act when halakhah 
conflicts with our ethics? What is the role of women in ritual life? How are we to relate to 
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homosexuals within our community? Does halakhah evolve over time? What are our 
responsibilities to those near and far in the age of globalization? How might we negotiate 
the challenges that today’s realities present for maintaining our pro-Israel stance? 
 
So, will part of this summer’s construction include the installation of keruvim here on the 
bimah?  
 
I don’t think so. Though I might have another suggestion and it’s not the carpeting.  
 
Like the world before the Mishkan, our Judaism is wobbling, shaking, and unsteady. 
Ironically, the world is finally secured only once the Shekhinah is able to rest in the space 
between the keruvim, those graven images, in that petite and potentially perilous place. 
And from there, God is revealed to humanity, “ve-noaditi lekha sham, ve-dibarti itkha.” 
If God is continue to dwell in our midst we must be willing to bring even more seeming 
graven images into our Holy of Holies.   
 
 
 
  
 
 
	  


