
 

Heresy 101 & Rabbinic Responses 
THE DOCUMENTARY HYPOTHESIS VS. THE GOD-GIVEN TORAH 

PART I: UNDERSTANDING THE HERESY (AND SOME RESPONSES) 
 
 

The Case for a Traditional Approach to the Study of Tanach 
Talking with Rabbi Nosson Scherman, general editor of ArtScroll/Mesorah Publications 
dovid bashevkin, Jewish Action (Winter 2018) 

rdb: That’s remarkable! Did you ever consult with Bible scholars, historians, or archaeologists regarding the 
translation of Tanach? 

rns: No, we avoid that completely. 

rdb: Was that a she’eilah or was that a given? 

rns: It was a given. If you’re writing on Constitutional law, then you have to explain it the way the Supreme 
Court has interpreted the Constitution over the last 225 years. If you’re going to come up with chiddushim 
on the Constitution, reading the text the way you choose to understand it or the way you think the court 
should have understood it, that’s a fine literary exercise but that’s not really interpreting the law. If you’re an 
attorney advising a client that way, you would be guilty of malpractice. To us as Torah Jews, the Torah is the 
way Chazal, the Rishonim and the Acharonim understood it. 

 

R. Amnon Bazak, To This Very Day: Fundamental Questions in Bible Study p. xiv 
At the same time, there is also public and educational importance to dealing with these issues. In recent years 
I have witnessed increasing distress on the part of graduates of the religious educational system – especially 
those who have gone on to study at institutions of higher education, and at some stage have been exposed to 
the world of academic Bible study. This exposure sometimes presents them with questions to which they feel 
they have no answers; at other times they are astounded and shocked by the dismissal of the entire way of 
thought that they were brought up with. In some instances they are even angry at the religious educational 
system for failing to prepare them for this challenge. This reality is problematic in several respects, and it is of 
great importance that at some stage students are exposed to the fundamental questions and problems, and 
the various solutions that religiously-committed scholars have proposed. 

  



 

I .  UNDERSTANDING THE DOCUMENTARY HYPOTHESIS 

 )אראו תשרפ( ׳ו קרפ תומש רפס ."א
ֹיּוַ השֶֹׁ֑מ־לאֶ םיקִֹ֖לאֱ רבֵּ֥דַיְוַ )ב(  ׃׳ה ינִ֥אֲ וילָ֖אֵ רמֶא֥
ֹקעֲיַ־לאֶֽוְ קחָ֥צְיִ־לאֶ םהָ֛רָבְאַ־לאֶ ארָ֗אֵוָ )ג(  לקֵ֣בְּ ב֖

ֹל ׳ה י֣מִשְׁוּ ידָּ֑־שַׁ  ׃םהֶֽלָ יתִּעְ֖דַוֹנ א֥

 1a. Exodus 6 (Parashat Vaera) 
(2) God spoke to Moses and said to him, “I am the Lord.” (3) I ap-
peared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as El Shaddai, but I did not 
make Myself known to them by My name the Lord. 

 )ךל ךל תשרפ( ו״ט קרפ תישארב רפס .Aא
־לאֶ ׳ה־רבַדְ היָ֤הָ הלֶּאֵ֗הָ םירִ֣בָדְּהַ ׀ רחַ֣אַ )א(
ֹמאלֵ הזֶ֖חֲמַּבַּֽ םרָ֔בְאַ  ןגֵ֣מָ ֙יכִֹנאָ םרָ֗בְאַ ארָ֣יתִּ־לאַ ר֑
ֹיּוַ )ז( ... ׃דאֹֽמְ הבֵּ֥רְהַ ךָ֖רְכָשְׂ ךְלָ֔  ׳ה ינִ֣אֲ וילָ֑אֵ רמֶא֖
־תאֶ ךָ֛לְ תתֶלָ֧ םידִּ֔שְׂכַּ רוּא֣מֵ ךָ֙יתִ֙אצֵוֹה רשֶׁ֤אֲ
 ׃הּתָּֽשְׁרִלְ תאזֹּ֖הַ ץרֶאָ֥הָ

 1b. Genesis 15 (Parashat Lekh Lekha) 
(1) Some time later, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision: 
“Fear not, Abram, I am a shield to you; Your reward shall be very 
great.” … (7) Then [God] said to him, “I am the Lord who brought 
you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to assign this land to you as a pos-
session.” 

 )ךל ךל תשרפ( ז״י קרפ תישארב רפס ."ב
ֹיּוַ )טי(  ךָ֙לְ תדֶלֶֹ֤י ךָ֗תְּשְׁאִ הרָ֣שָׂ ל֙בָאֲ םיקִֹ֗לאֱ רמֶא֣
 יתִ֥ירִבְּ־תאֶ יתִ֨מֹקִהֲוַ קחָ֑צְיִ וֹ֖משְׁ־תאֶ תָא֥רָקָוְ ןבֵּ֔
 ׃וירָֽחֲאַ וֹע֥רְזַלְ םלָ֖וֹע תירִ֥בְלִ וֹתּ֛אִ

 2a. Genesis 17 (Parashat Lekh Lekha) 
(19) God said, “Nevertheless, Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, 
and you shall name him Isaac; and I will maintain My covenant 
with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring to come. 

 )אריו תשרפ( א״כ קרפ תישארב רפס .Aב
 ׳ה שׂעַיַּ֧וַ רמָ֑אָ רשֶׁ֣אֲכַּ הרָ֖שָׂ־תאֶ דקַ֥פָּ ׳הוַֽ )א(
 הרָ֧שָׂ דלֶתֵּ֨וַ ר֩הַתַּ֩וַ )ב( ׃רבֵּֽדִּ רשֶׁ֥אֲכַּ הרָ֖שָׂלְ
 וֹתֹ֖א רבֶּ֥דִּ־רשֶׁאֲ דעֵ֕וֹמּלַ וינָ֑קֻזְלִ ןבֵּ֖ םהָ֛רָבְאַלְ
 וֹל֛־דלַוֹנּֽהַ וֹנ֧בְּ־םשֶׁ־תאֶֽ םהָ֜רָבְאַ ארָ֨קְיִּוַ )ג( ׃םיקִֹֽלאֱ
 הרָ֔שָׂ רמֶאתֹּ֣וַ )ו( ... ׃קחָֽצְיִ הרָ֖שָׂ וֹלּ֥־הדָלְיָ־רשֶׁאֲ
ֹחצְ  ׃ילִֽ־קחַצְיִֽ עַמֵ֖שֹּׁהַ־לכׇּ םיקִֹ֑לאֱ ילִ֖ השָׂעָ֥ ק֕

 2b. Genesis 21 (Parashat Vayera) 
(1) The Lord took note of Sarah as promised, and the Lord did for 
Sarah what had been announced. (2) Sarah conceived and bore a son 
to Abraham in his old age, at the set time of which God had spoken. 
(3) Abraham gave his newborn son, whom Sarah had borne him, the 
name of Isaac. … (6) Sarah said, “God has brought me laughter; eve-
ryone who hears will laugh with me.” 

 )חלשיו תשרפ( ג״ל קרפ תישארב רפס ."ג
ֹקעֲיַ אֹ֩ביָּוַ )חי(  ןעַנַ֔כְּ ץרֶאֶ֣בְּ ר֙שֶׁאֲ םכֶ֗שְׁ ריעִ֣ םלֵ֜שָׁ ב֨
 ןקֶ֜יִּוַ )טי( ׃ריעִֽהָ ינֵ֥פְּ־תאֶ ןחַיִּ֖וַ םרָ֑אֲ ןדַּ֣פַּמִ וֹאֹ֖בבְּ
־ינֵֽבְּ דיַּ֥מִ וֹל֔הֳאׇ ם֙שָׁ־הטָנָֽ רשֶׁ֤אֲ הדֶ֗שָּׂהַ תקַ֣לְחֶ־תאֶ
 םשָׁ֖־בצֶּיַּוַ )כ( ׃הטָֽישִׂקְ האָ֖מֵבְּ םכֶ֑שְׁ יבִ֣אֲ רוֹמ֖חֲ
 ׃לאֵֽרָשְׂיִ יקֵֹ֥לאֱ לקֵ֖ וֹל֔־ארָקְיִּ֨וַ חַבֵּ֑זְמִ

 3a. Genesis 33 (Parashat Vayishlaḥ) 
(18) Jacob arrived safe in the city of Shechem which is in the land of 
Canaan—having come thus from Paddan-aram—and he encamped 
before the city. (19) The parcel of land where he pitched his tent he 
purchased from the kin of Hamor, Shechem’s father, for a hundred 
kesitahs. (20) He set up an altar there, and called it Kel-Elokei-Yisrael. 



 

 )חלשיו תשרפ( ד״ל קרפ תישארב רפס .Aג
 ברֶחָ֑־יפִלְ וּג֖רְהָ וֹנ֔בְּ םכֶ֣שְׁ־תאֶוְ ר֙וֹמחֲ־תאֶוְ )וכ(
ֹקעֲיַ ינֵ֣בְּ )זכ( ׃וּאצֵֽיֵּוַ םכֶ֖שְׁ תיבֵּ֥מִ הנָ֛ידִּ־תאֶ וּח֧קְיִּוַ  ב֗
ֹביָּוַ םילִ֔לָחֲהַ֣־לעַ וּאבָּ֚  וּא֖מְּטִ רשֶׁ֥אֲ ריעִ֑הָ וּזּ֖
־תאֶוְ םרָ֖קָבְּ־תאֶוְ םנָ֥אֹצ־תאֶ )חכ( ׃םתָֽוֹחאֲ
 הדֶ֖שָּׂבַּ רשֶׁ֥אֲ־תאֶוְ ריעִ֛בָּ־רשֶׁאֲ תאֵ֧וְ םהֶ֑ירֵמֹחֲ
־תאֶוְ ם֙פָּטַ־לכׇּ־תאֶוְ םלָ֤יחֵ־לכׇּ־תאֶוְ )טכ( ׃וּחקָֽלָ
ֹביָּוַ וּב֖שָׁ םהֶ֔ישֵׁנְ  ׃תיִבָּֽבַּ רשֶׁ֥אֲ־לכׇּ תאֵ֖וְ וּזּ֑

 3b. Genesis 34 (Parashat Vayishlaḥ) 
(26) They put Hamor and his son Shechem to the sword, took Dinah 
out of Shechem’s house, and went away. (27) The other sons of Jacob 
came upon the slain and plundered the town, because their sister had 
been defiled. (28) They seized their flocks and herds and asses, all that 
was inside the town and outside; (29) all their wealth, all their chil-
dren, and their wives, all that was in the houses, they took as captives 
and booty. 

 )יחיו תשרפ( ח״מ קרפ תישארב רפס .Pג
 רשֶׁ֤אֲ ךָיחֶ֑אַ־לעַ דחַ֖אַ םכֶ֥שְׁ ךָ֛לְ יתִּֽתַ֧נָ ינִ֞אֲוַ )בכ(
 ׃יתִּֽשְׁקַבְוּ יבִּ֖רְחַבְּ ירִ֔מֹאֱהָֽ דיַּ֣מִ ֙יתִּחְקַ֙לָ

 3c. Genesis 48 (Parashat Vayḥi) 
(22) And now, I assign to you one portion more than to your broth-
ers, which I wrested from the Amorites with my sword and bow. 

 )אב תשרפ( ב״י קרפ תומש רפס ."ד
 יכִּ֣ םיִמָּ֑בַּ לשָּׁ֖בֻמְ לשֵׁ֥בָוּ אנָ֔ וּ֙נּמֶּ֙מִ וּל֤כְאֹתּ־לאַ )ט(
 ׃וֹבּֽרְקִ־לעַוְ ויעָ֖רָכְּ־לעַ וֹשׁ֥אֹר שׁאֵ֔־ילִצְ־םאִ

 4a. Exodus 12 (Parashat Bo) 
(9) Do not eat any of it raw, or cooked in any way with water, but 
roasted—head, legs, and entrails—over the fire. 

 )האר תשרפ( ו״ט קרפ םירבד רפס .Aד
 ךָיקֶֹ֖לאֱ ׳ה רחַ֛בְיִ רשֶׁ֥אֲ םוֹק֕מָּבַּ תָּ֔לְכַאָ֣וְ ֙תָּלְשַּׁבִוּ )ז(
ֹבּבַ תָינִ֣פָוּ וֹבּ֑  ׃ךָילֶֽהָֹאלְ תָּ֖כְלַהָוְ רקֶ֔

 4b. Deuteronomy 16 (Parashat Re’eh) 
(7) You shall cook and eat it at the place that your God the Lord will 
choose; and in the morning you may start back on your journey 
home. 

 )תישארב תשרפ( ׳א קרפ תישארב רפס ."ה
 תאֵ֥וְ םיִמַ֖שָּׁהַ תאֵ֥ םיקִֹ֑לאֱ ארָ֣בָּ תישִׁ֖ארֵבְּ )א(
ֹת התָ֥יְהָ ץרֶאָ֗הָוְ )ב( ׃ץרֶאָֽהָ ֹחוְ וּהבֹ֔וָ וּ֙ה֙  ינֵ֣פְּ־לעַ ךְשֶׁ֖
 )ג( ׃םיִמָּֽהַ ינֵ֥פְּ־לעַ תפֶחֶ֖רַמְ םיקִֹ֔לאֱ חַוּר֣וְ םוֹה֑תְ
ֹיּוַ  ׃רוֹאֽ־יהִיְוַֽ רוֹא֑ יהִ֣יְ םיקִֹ֖לאֱ רמֶא֥

 5a. Genesis 1 (Parashat Bereishit) 
(1) When God began to create heaven and earth— (2) the earth being 
unformed and void, with darkness over the surface of the deep and a 
wind from God sweeping over the water— (3) God said, “Let there 
be light”; and there was light. 

 )תישארב תשרפ( ׳ב קרפ תישארב רפס .Aה
 םוֹי֗בְּ םאָ֑רְבָּֽהִבְּ ץרֶאָ֖הָוְ םיִמַ֛שָּׁהַ תוֹד֧לְוֹת הלֶּאֵ֣ )ד(
ֹכוְ )ה( ׃םיִמָֽשָׁוְ ץרֶאֶ֥ םיקִֹ֖לאֱ ׳ה תוֹשׂ֛עֲ  חַישִׂ֣ ׀ ל֣
 םרֶטֶ֣ הדֶ֖שָּׂהַ בשֶׂעֵ֥־לכׇוְ ץרֶאָ֔בָ ה֣יֶהְיִֽ םרֶטֶ֚ הדֶ֗שָּׂהַ
ֹל י֩כִּ חמָ֑צְיִ  םדָ֣אָוְ ץרֶאָ֔הָ־לעַ ם֙יקִֹלאֱ ׳ה ריטִ֜מְהִ א֨
ֹבעֲלַֽ ןיִאַ֔  ׃המָֽדָאֲהָֽ־תאֶ ד֖

 5b. Genesis 1 (Parashat Bereishit) 
(4) Such is the story of heaven and earth when they were created. 
When God the Lord made earth and heaven— (5) when no shrub 
of the field was yet on earth and no grasses of the field had yet 
sprouted, because God the Lord had not sent rain upon the earth 
and there were no human beings to till the soil, 

  



 

I I .  RABBINIC RESPONSES 

a.  rabbi dovid zvi hoffman 

 ןמפוה צ״דר ידיב שרופמ ארקיו רפסל המדקה .ו
 .הרָוּסמְּהַ חסַּנֻבְּ וּנידֵיָ יתֵּשְׁבִּ קיזִחֲנַ ,ישֵׁוּרפֵבְּ ...
 גוּחמֵ תאצֵוֹיּהַ חסָּנֻּהַ תרֶֹקּבִּ ירֵמְגַלְ הנָּמֶּמִ קיחִרְנַ
 וּנילֵעָמֵ קֹרפְנִ ... .הָימִּחֻתְּ תאֶ תצֶרֶוֹפוּ הרָוּסמְּהַ
 טפֵוֹשּׁהַ תוֹיהְלִ תרֶמֶּאַתְמִּהַ ,הנָוֹילְעֶהָ תרֶֹקּבִּהַ לֹע
 רוֹאלָ ךְלֵנֵ וּנחְנַאֲ .וּנלָּשֶׁ ך״נתהַלעַ ןוֹילְעֶהָ
 הָיפִּ לעַוְ .הּתָוּהֹלאֱבֶּ םינִימִאֲמַ וּנאָשֶׁ ,הרָוּסמְּהַ
 אלָּאֶ .בוּתכָּהַ ירֵבְדִּ תאֶ ראֵבָלְ לדֵּתַּשְׁנִ הּדָיָ לעַוְ
 םהֶלָ שׁיֵּשֶׁ םירִוּאבֵלְ בלֵ םישִׂנָ ןכֵ יפִּ לעַ ףאַשֶׁ
 דעַ םתָוּכזְבִּ ךְפַּהְנֶוְ ,וּנלָּשֶּׁמִ הנָוֹשׁ טבָּמַ תדַּקֻנְ
 .רשָׁפְאֶשֶׁ המָּכַּ
 

 6. Introduction, Levitcus as Explained by R. D .Z. Hoffman 
… In this commentary, we will grab with both hands the Masoretic 
version. We will do our utmost to repel the criticism based on texts 
opposed to the Masoretic grade, seeking to breaks down its walls. … 
We will throw off the yoke of High Criticism, which appoints itself 
the lofty judge of our Tanakh. We will go in the light of the mesora, 
for we believe in its divinity. According to it and through it we will try 
to explain the words of the verses. Nevertheless, we will pay attention 
to explanations which have a point of view different from ours, and 
we will give them the benefit of the doubt as much as is possible. 

 א״צ ,ןמפוה צ״דר ידיב שרופמ תישארב רפס .ז
 ןפֶֹאבְוּ ןוֹשׁלְבִּשֶׁ ינִֹשּׁהַ םאִ ,קֹדּבְלִ דוֹע רתַוֹנ
 ,החָנָּהַהַ תאֶ קידִּצְמַ םירִוּאתֵּהַ ינֵשְׁ ןיבֵּשֶׁ יוּטּבִּהַ
 קרֶפֶּלַ דחָאֶ ,הלֶּאֵ םיקִרָפְלִ םירִבְּחַמְ ינֵשְׁ וּלּאִכְּשֶׁ
 שׁיֵ ןאכָוְ .וירָחֲאַשֶׁ םיקִרָפְּהַ ינֵשְׁלִ דחָאֶוְ ,ןוֹשׁארִהָ
 רשָׁפְאֶשֶׁ ,רבָדָּהַ ןוֹכנָ םאִ וּלּפִאֲ יכִּ ,לכֹּ םדֶֹק ריעִהָלְ
 חַיכִוֹמ הזֶ ןיאֵ ,הרָוֹתּבַּ םינִוֹשׁ תוֹנוֹנגְסִ אֹצמְלִ
 םירִבְּחַמְלִ הלֶּאֵ תוֹנוֹנגְסִ סחֵיַלְ שׁיֵּשֶׁ ,ןיִדַעֲ
 םוֹלשָׁ תרֶגֶּאִבְּ וֹנבְּ לאֶ באָ בתֹּכְיִ יכִוְ ... .םינִוֹשׁ
 אבָּ רשֶׁאֲכַּ שׁמֵּתַּשְׁיִ וֹבּשֶׁ ןוֹשׁלָ וֹתוֹאבְּ הלָיגִרְ
 וֹא ,תוֹבגָּשְׂנִוְ תוֹבוּשׁחֲ תוֹתּמִאֲ לעַ וינָפָבְּ תוֹצרְהַלְ
 תוֹיּעִדָּמַ תוֹיּלִגְתַּ לעַ וֹעידִוֹהלְ אבָּ רשֶׁאֲכַּ
 ?תוֹשׁדָחֲ
 

 7. Genesis as Explained by R. D .Z. Hoffman, p. 91 
We must still question whether the variation in language and in the 
forms of expression in the two descriptions justifies the assumption 
that there are two authors for these chapters, one for the first chapter, 
and one for the two chapters afterwards. Here we should note first of 
all, that even if the contention is correct and it is possible to find dif-
ferent styles in the Torah, this still does not prove that we should re-
late these styles to different authors. … Consider this: would a father 
write to his son in a standard missive about his welfare with the same 
language which he will use when he comes to lecture him about sig-
nificant, sublime truths or when he comes to tell him about new sci-
entific discoveries? 

8. R. Aharon Lichtenstein, The Source of Faith Is Faith Itself (Jewish Action, Fall 1992) 
The source of my support was not confined to my immediate rebbeim. At one point, during my late teens, I was troubled 
by certain ethical questions concerning Amalek, ir hanidachat, etc. I then recalled having recently read that Rabbi Chaim 
Brisker would awaken nightly to see if someone hadn’t placed a foundling at his doorstep. I knew that I slept quite 
soundly, and I concluded that if such a paragon of chesed coped with these laws, evidently the source of my anxiety did 
not lie in my greater sensitivity but in my weaker faith. And I set myself to enhancing it. 

  



 

b.  rabbi mordechai breuer 

9. R. Mordechai Breuer, Shitat ha-Beḥinot 
These conclusions of biblical scholarship are based on firm evidence which can in no way be refuted, and anyone who 
seeks the truth and acknowledges the truth cannot deny the truth that arises from the words of these scholars. And since 
our tradition teaches that one cannot deny that which the eye sees and the ear hears, we too – as faithful Jews – shall not 
deny that which the human intellect indicates with certainty. We cannot deceive our souls in turning a lie into truth, and 
truth into a lie. (p. 112) … The man of science sees in the Torah a collection of documents, written by J, E, D, P, and 
redacted later on by R. … The man of great faith, in contrast, sees in the Torah the work of God. This man believes that 
God Himself wrote J, E, D, and P, and He Himself also took on R's redaction work. (pp. 132–133) 

10. R. Shalom Carmy, “Concepts of Scripture in Mordechai Breuer” Jewish Concepts of Scripture, p. 267 
To most outsiders who have heard of Rabbi Mordechai Breuer’s “theory of aspects,” Breuer is a dark figure who has 
devised for his rigorously Orthodox confreres a counterapproach to biblical criticism so potent that they now thrive on 
the data that should be poisoning their faith, like bacilli that have evolved resistance to antibiotics. Alternatively, he is 
seen as one who has constructed a halfway house where academically mobile refugees from Orthodoxy can measure 
themselves for the trappings of biblical criticism on their way up to some form of orthopraxy. Both are correct. 

 


