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Perry Dane

“Take These Words”: The Abiding Lure  
of the Hebrew Bible in Itself

Abstract: The Hebrew Bible is the shared text of Judaism and Christianity. Yet this 
canonical collection is also remarkable for the degree to which its significance in both 
faiths is filtered through later texts—the New Testament for Christians and the rabbinic 
corpus for Jews. Nevertheless, over the centuries, persons and movements in both faith 
traditions have repeatedly sought to reclaim the authority or meaning of the Hebrew 
Bible in itself, so to speak, alongside or instead of its traditional meaning, in the name of 
one or another restorationist, reforming, revisionist, or radical agenda. This hodgepodge 
of distinct but oddly similar voices suggests an abiding counter-story to the main trends 
of both Judaism and Christianity. This article surveys this recurring phenomenon and 
proposes some common themes. It then suggests some broader challenges and implica-
tions for the Hebrew Bible’s place in Western culture and for the paradoxical nature of 
its authority.

Therefore, take these words of mine into your heart and soul. 
Bind them at your wrist as a sign, and let them be a pendant 
on your forehead. Teach them to your children, speaking of 
them at home and abroad, whether you are busy or at rest. 
And write them on the doorposts of your houses and on your 
gates, so that, as long as the heavens are above the earth, you 
and your children may live on in the land which the Lord 
swore to your fathers that he would give them.

—Deuteronomy 11:18–21

I am grateful to Steve Friedell and Cynthia Saltzman for their very helpful comments 
on earlier drafts of this article.
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I.

I will begin with a story. For many years, I attended the baccalaureate 
service at Yale University, first as a student and then as a faculty member. 
The service, though mainly an opportunity for the president of the uni-
versity and dean of the college to deliver speeches, also borrowed much 
of its structure from the standard Protestant liturgy. Thus, traditionally, 
it included an Old Testament reading followed by a New Testament read-
ing. At some point, as Yale came to appreciate the religious diversity of 
its community, the planners of the service assigned the Old Testament 
reading to the Jewish chaplain of the university. Later, when Rabbi Jim 
Ponet became the Jewish chaplain, he argued that, despite such Jewish 
involvement, the liturgical logic of the service—and in particular its 
juxtaposition of the Old and New Testament readings, with the latter 
having pride of place—remained irredeemably Christian. Rabbi Ponet 
therefore began the practice of using his turn at the podium to read pas-
sages not from the Old Testament but from rabbinic sources. This was 
an important, even brilliant gesture, since it established complete parity 
between a distinctively Jewish text and a distinctively Christian one. The 
consequence, though, was that the Hebrew Bible, the one text that both 
traditions shared, dropped out of the ceremony entirely.1

This anecdote illustrates a simple but essential religious and cul-
tural reality. The Hebrew Bible is the shared canonical text of Judaism 
and Christianity. It might even be the central common text of Western 
civilization. Yet this collection of books is remarkable for the degree to 
which its meaning and authority—for both believing Jews and believ-
ing Christians—is so thoroughly encased in, filtered through, and even 
superseded by later texts.2

1 It turns out, I learned only recently, that the story did not end there. I pick up the 
tale later in this article.

2 In referring to “later texts,” I am writing here (and throughout this article) with 
a modern historical sensibility, which takes for granted certain empirical conclusions 
about periodization, change, and development. In traditional Jewish thought, of course, 
divine revelation was a “dual Torah” in some sense and to some degree from the start, 
so the Hebrew Bible was, to use my term, “encased” at its origin and not merely “later.” 
Even traditional Christian thought assumed that the real, if originally hidden, mean-
ing of the “Old Testament” was there from the beginning. But I am not sure that much 
in this paper, particularly its conclusions, turns on the issue of chronology. The point 
is that in mainstream Judaism and Christianity for much of the last two millennia, 
the Hebrew Bible has been read, studied, venerated, and understood as a profoundly 
encased, even engripped text.
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The main trend within Christian thought for almost two thousand 
years has been to treat much of the legal content of the Old Testament 
as annulled, displaced, or at least irrelevant in the wake of the New 
Covenant. Just as important, Christians have historically read the nar-
ratives of the Old Testament as preparations for, or types of, the more 
significant drama of the incarnation of God. (Hence the liturgical struc-
ture on which the Yale baccalaureate service was based.) The traditional 
Christian understanding is best captured by St. Augustine’s famous formu-
lation, “In the Old Testament the New Testament is concealed; in the New 
Testament the Old Testament is revealed.”3 As Northrop Frye emphasizes, 
this exegetical strategy actually began with the New Testament itself.4 For 
the Church Fathers, however, it became an overarching, almost scien-
tific method, which they understood to be entirely consistent with more 
“literal” readings. “The early Christian exegetical tradition” sought to syn-
thesize “the diverse and complex literality of Scripture… into a single 
interpretive scheme, and they were convinced that the coming of Jesus 
as the Messiah or Christ provided them with the basis for formulating a 
total reading or general theory of Scripture.”5 This fundamental convic-
tion has persisted even as other modes of understanding—some of them 
discussed in this article—have also found their place in Christian spiri-
tual, liturgical, political, and scholarly life. In any event, quite apart from 
whatever latitude Christian readings of the Old Testament might display 
with respect to “microhermeneutics”—which is to say, the understand-
ing of particular passages or narratives—the main trajectory of historic 
Christian thought has even more consistently embraced a “macroherme-
neutical” position in which the Old Testament as a whole acts as a preface 
to the larger revelation of the New.6

The story is different only by degrees for the main trend within Jewish 
thought. Historic, normative Judaism considers the law of the Five Books 
of Moses binding only as part of a larger whole—a dual Torah consist-
ing of both the “Written Torah” and the “Oral Torah.” More than that, 
it reads the written text entirely through the lens of the Oral Torah and 
rabbinic legislation, which interpret, supplement, transform, and in some 

3 “Novum Testamentum in Vetere latet, Vetus Testamentum in Novo patet.” See 
Augustine, Quaest. in Hept. 2,73.

4 Northrop Frye, The Great Code: Bible and Literature (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 
1983), pp. 78–80.

5 John J. O’Keefe and R.R. Reno, Sanctified Vision: An Introduction to Early Christian 
Interpretation of the Bible (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), p. 25.

6 All this is entirely consistent, of course, as it has been since at least the rejection of 
Marcionism and similar heresies, with a reverence for the Old Testament and an insis-
tence on retaining it in the Christian canon.



Hebraic Political Studies  233

cases override literal scriptural norms.7 And that same rabbinic tradition 
treats the entire Tanach’s ancient narratives as grist for a midrashic mill 
with a very different set of agendas and sensibilities. Indeed, Rabbi Joseph 
B. Soloveitchik, “the Rav,” went so far as to insist that with respect to at 
least some portions of the Bible—including both legal norms, such as the 
injunction to take “an eye for an eye,” and entire narrative texts, such as 
the Song of Songs—”only the rabbinic explicatory interpretation… exists; 
the plain meaning has been completely abolished.”8 These specific texts 
represent, of course, only the extreme case, in which the written text 
has no sanctity or religious meaning apart from its explication, but they 
betoken the larger commitment of normative, rabbinic Judaism to read-
ing the whole of the Hebrew Bible as a text entirely encased and shaped 
by other texts.

II.

The extent to which Christians and Jews have submerged the meaning 
and authority of the Hebrew Bible is, for each tradition, the product of 
complicated theological challenges and historical contingencies. It can-
not be denied, however, that one factor in both cases is some discomfort 
with the content of the Hebrew Bible.9 For Christians, this is obvious. 
For Jews, the uneasiness is more subtle but still real. Jews do not accept 
the dichotomies, introduced by Christianity, between the angry God of 
the Old Testament and the loving God of the New, or between letter and 
spirit, or law and grace. But the rabbinic tradition did set out—through 
a variety of strategies—to soften, spiritualize, proceduralize, intellectual-
ize, and problematize the apparently harsh edges of the biblical text, both 
legal and narrative.

Nevertheless, over the centuries, in various places and historical con-
texts, persons and movements in both traditions have sought—in the 
name of one or another restorationist, reforming, revisionist, or radical 
agenda—to reclaim the authority or religious meaning of the Hebrew 
Bible in itself, so to speak, alongside or instead of its traditional inter-
pretations. These persons and movements have often been suppressed, 

7 For my own effort to work out the relationship of the Written and Oral Torah in 
the jurisprudence of Jewish law, see Perry Dane, “The Oral Law and the Jurisprudence 
of a Textless Text,” S’vara: A Journal of Philosophy, Law, and Judaism 2:2 (Winter 1991), 
pp. 11–24.

8 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, And From There You Shall Seek, trans. Naomi Goldblum 
(Jersey City, N.J.: Ktav), pp. 152–153.

9 See Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages (Notre Dame, Ind.: 
Notre Dame University Press, 1964), p. 2.
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sometimes violently, but they continue to appear—as a hodgepodge of 
distinct but oddly similar historical moments—to the point that it is fair 
to say they represent a consistent, abiding tendency: a counter-story to 
the main trends of both Judaism and Christianity.

When I speak of the Hebrew Bible “in itself,” I do not mean to be 
essentialist, or even to claim that there is such a thing as the Bible “in 
itself.” Every reading has a context. I will take up that reality later. I 
am, however, describing a specific aspiration: the recurring and self-
conscious, normatively significant move to free the Bible, to a greater 
or lesser degree, from its submersion in and subordination to the New 
Covenant or the Oral Torah.10

I could not do better to illustrate what I mean by the enduring lure 
of the Bible in itself than just to describe some of the persons and move-
ments I have in mind. Even this task, though, requires a caveat: in some 
sense, the earliest—and possibly most prominent—examples of the effort 
to read the Hebrew Bible in itself came at the very beginning of the 
development of what came to be both rabbinic Judaism and orthodox 
Christianity. The early Pharisees, after all, who articulated and defended 
the idea of the Oral Torah alongside the Written Torah, famously com-
peted for the Jewish future with the Sadducees, who rejected the Oral 
Torah. Meanwhile, in the very early years of the Christian tradition, some 
factions, beginning with the Church in Jerusalem, refused to abandon or 
allegorize such Jewish practices as circumcision, and continued to insist 
on the validity of biblical law. The Sadducees, however, did not seek to 
“reclaim” the Bible “in the name of one or another restorationist, reform-
ing, revisionist, or radical agenda.” If anything, the rabbis had the more 
radical vision of the Jewish past and future.

Similarly, the very earliest Christian Judaizers were, in the context of 
Christian history, not subversive but conservative, and they were even-
tually subdued by a developing Christian understanding that only slowly 
became the orthodox faith. Moreover, although “Judaizing” trends con-
tinued to bubble up throughout the first millennium of Christianity, their 
precise relevance to my story is unclear. In principle, for my purposes at 
least, I would be more interested in those forms of Judaizing that arose 
indigenously, so to speak, in reaction to an orthodox Christian consen-
sus than those that simply testify to the complex development of religious 
identity in late antiquity. But historians disagree about where and how 

10 In speaking of the Bible in itself, I also do not refer, necessarily, to the Bible as it 
is understood by modern, historical-critical scholars. To begin with, most of the period 
I have in mind predated the modern, historical-critical project. More to the point, even 
in the modern age, the Bible in itself need not be the historical-critical Bible, a point to 
which I will return in due course later in this article.
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that line should be drawn, and accounts of this period are notoriously 
obscure and contested. The evidence is confused, and its reliability is even 
more problematic because accusations of “Judaizing” became central to 
intra-Christian polemics, deservedly or not.11 St. Jerome, for example, 
accused St. Augustine of Judaizing.12 More to the point, any account of 
the period must consider the ongoing, complicated debate about exactly 
how and when Judaism and Christianity definitively parted ways in 
the first place.13 For that matter, it is also worth emphasizing, if only to 
complicate the picture further, that the historical debate about Jewish-
Christian interactions in late antiquity and beyond extends not only to 
how such interactions influenced the development of Christian life and 
thought, but also to how they affected the form of Judaism that emerged 
in that period and continues to be normative today.14 Trying to navigate 
all those uncertainties is well beyond the scope of this article.

My story will therefore begin somewhat later in the development of 
both Jewish and Christian traditions. Nevertheless, these early examples 
of Sadducees and Judaizers and the like are important if only because 
they are templates for later polemics. Jews and Christians who have 
sought, in one way or another, to reclaim the Hebrew Bible in itself face 
not only a tradition of interpretation but, for better or worse, a history 
of derision and accusation.

11 For a particularly vigorous argument that the “anti-Jewish” rhetoric in early 
Christian sources had less to do with attitudes toward actual Jews than with the dynam-
ics of intra-Christian theological debates, see Miriam S. Taylor, Anti-Judaism and Early 
Christian Identity: A Critique of the Scholarly Consensus (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995). For 
an account that puts direct Christian-Jewish relations much closer to the center of the 
action, see Marcel Simon, Verus Israel: A Study of the Relations Between Christians and 
Jews in the Roman Empire AD 135–425, trans. H. McKeating (London: Littman Library 
of Jewish Civilization, 1948, 1996).

12 Hillel Newman, “Jerome’s Judaizers,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 9 (2001), 
pp. 422, 440–444.

13 See Adam H. Becker and Annette Yoshiko Reed, eds., The Ways That Never Parted: 
Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2007); Matt Jackson-McCabe, ed., Jewish Christianity Reconsidered: Rethinking 
Ancient Groups and Texts (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007); Daniel Boyarin, Border 
Lines: The Partition of Judeo-Christianity (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2006); Oskar Skarsaune, In the Shadow of the Temple: Jewish Influences on Early 
Christianity (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2008); Raymond Brown, “Not 
Jewish Christianity and Gentile Christianity But Types of Jewish/Gentile Christianity,” 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 45 (1983), pp. 74–79; Michele Murray, Playing a Jewish 
Game: Gentile Christian Judaizing in the First and Second Centuries C.E. (Waterloo, 
Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2004); Taylor, Anti-Judaism; Simon, Verus Israel.

14 Consider, for example, Professor Seth Schwartz’s important but profoundly con-
troversial recent argument that what we now know as Judaism emerged largely as a 
response to the Christianization of the Roman Empire. Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and 
Jewish Society 200 B.C.E. to 640 C.E. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).
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This article has four more parts. Part III undertakes a historical sur-
vey—only roughly chronological and, in any event, selective, schematic, 
and oversimplified—of the sporadic but insistent return to the Hebrew 
Bible in itself. Part IV collects threads of that history to propose some 
common themes in that recurring tendency. I suggest there to be an often 
paradoxical, but ultimately coherent, confluence of rational and mysti-
cal, particularistic and universal, political and pietistic, and regulative 
and transgressive motivations that both help explain the scattered efforts 
I describe and render them significant beyond their specific and often 
fleeting place in religious history. Part V explores the complex task of 
reintegrating the Hebrew Bible in itself into the larger complex of Jewish 
and Christian tradition, a task that unites the more marginal movements 
described here with their mainstream cousins—all of us. Finally, part VI 
carries the story forward, highlighting the persistence of the lure of the 
Hebrew Bible in itself even in a more secularized, philosophical, or per-
sonal form, reinforcing the broader implications of that lure for both the 
place of the Hebrew Bible in Western culture and the nature of religious 
and textual authority more generally.

III.

I begin the story somewhat arbitrarily, with a group of Jews—the Karaite 
movement, which sprang up in Persia in the eighth century C.E. and 
eventually spread to other parts of the Arab-ruled world and elsewhere. 
The Karaites famously rejected the authority of the Talmud and rabbinic 
tradition, at least as trumping the direct authority of the Bible itself. 
Specific Karaite beliefs varied, a point to which I will return, but centered 
on an effort to recapture the legal and narrative meaning of the Bible on 
its own terms. As a leading tenth-century Karaite thinker put it, writing 
ostensibly only about the interpretation of biblical narratives15 but even-
tually generalizing to the Bible’s legal meaning:

Scripture as a whole is to be interpreted literally, except where lit-
eral interpretation may involve something objectionable or imply 
a contradiction. Only in the latter case, or in similar cases which 
demand that a passage be taken out of its plain meaning—e.g., 
where a preceding or a following passage requires it in order to 
avoid a contradiction—does it become necessary to take the text 
out of the literal sense. If it were permissible for us to take a given 

15 Jacob Al-Kirkisani, “Principles of Biblical Exegesis,” in Leon Nemoy, ed., Karaite 
Anthology: Excerpts from the Early Literature (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1952), p. 53.
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biblical passage out of its literal meaning without a valid reason for 
doing so, we would be justified in doing likewise for the whole of 
Scripture, and this would lead to the nullification of all the accounts 
therein, including all commandments, prohibitions, and so forth, 
which would be the acme of wickedness.16

This strategy of interpretation might not seem radical. In most contexts 
of reading, it would not be. If anything, the sort of literalism espoused 
here is sufficiently qualified and hedged about to count as moderate and 
reasonable, even natural. Yet, in the context of readings of the Hebrew 
Bible, it was and must have seemed revolutionary.17

The Karaites removed themselves from rabbinic Judaism. Just as inter-
estingly for my purposes, though, medieval Jewish scholars squarely 
in the rabbinic tradition also displayed a renewed interest in trying to 
understand the Bible in itself. Rashi, the most influential of the medieval 
commentators, sought to “introduce to his contemporaries the idea of the 
plain sense,” or peshat, of the biblical text, “which had been absent from 
the interpretation of the Rabbis.”18 Rashi’s own commentary skillfully 
weaves peshat and derash (rabbinic homiletic exegesis) together. Other 
commentators, however, particularly Abraham Ibn Ezra and Rashbam, 
were more thoroughgoing, consistent, and insistent in their effort to let 
the Bible speak to them on what they argued were its own terms.19 Just 
as important as the emphasis on peshat was the revalorizing in Jewish 
circles of biblical exegesis to begin with, either alongside or even instead 
of halachic inquiry.20

16 Al-Kirkisani, “Principles,” p. 60.
17 “The attachment to the simple, literal meaning, which is so unflinching in the 

modern exegete, held no special allure for the rabbis of the Talmud. They easily dis-
pensed with it, sometimes… not even explaining its absence.” David Weiss Halivni, 
Peshat and Derash: Plain and Applied Meaning in Rabbinic Exegesis (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), p. 12. For a subtle and compelling account of early Christian 
exegesis, and how it differed profoundly from “modern” forms of reading, even when 
it claimed to be “literal” (rather than allegorical or typological), see O’Keefe and Reno, 
Sanctified Vision, pp. 1–23.

18 Benjamin Gelles, Peshat and Derash in the Exegesis of Rashi (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1981), pp. 12–13.

19 For a particularly useful account, which emphasizes both the similarities and 
significant differences in Rashbam’s and Ibn Ezra’s approaches, see Martin Lockshin, 
“Rashbam as a ‘Literary’ Exegete,” in Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Barry Walfish, and 
Joseph Ward Goering, eds., With Reverence for the Word: Medieval Scriptural Exegesis in 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 83–91.

20 Halivni, Peshat and Derash, p. 26.
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Jump ahead several hundred years, this time to the Christian world.21 
The Enlightenment and Protestant Reformation, separately and in com-
bination, sparked an explosion of new interest in the Bible, fortified by 
new vernacular translations, perspectives, and modes of reading.22 Not 
all that activity is directly relevant to my theme here, but some clearly is.

The Reformation, of course, in rejecting much of the accumulated tra-
dition of the Catholic Church, reemphasized the centrality of the Bible, 
though this did not necessarily imply rethinking the tradition’s under-
standing of the subordination of the Old Testament to the New.23 In at 
least some corners, however, an effort to rediscover the Old Testament 
in itself broke through powerfully. Consider, for example, the Dutch 
Calvinists and their Reformed successors,24 or some members of the 
dissenting churches, most famously the Puritans in both England and 
America. Even for “moderate puritans” in seventeenth-century England

the Old Testament was seen as a useful model, perhaps somewhat 
inexact, for the ordering of temporal affairs. This turn of mind was 
given fullest rein at the high-water mark of the English Revolution, 
in 1653,… [but] the ideas expressed there were hardly new: when 
the radicals sought guidance from the past, they turned to Jewish 
sacred history and the books of Moses.25

The American Puritans conceived of themselves as the New Israel more 
completely and directly and, as such, sought to recreate a biblical com-
monwealth drawing on the civil, legal, and political structures of the 
Hebrew Bible.26 Indeed, a great irony here is that Roger Williams, the 

21 For one valuable if partial overview, see David S. Katz, God’s Last Words: Reading 
the English Bible from the Reformation to Fundamentalism (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 2004).

22 For a lively and learned account, see Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible: 
Translation, Scholarship, Culture (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
2005).

23 For example, Martin Luther’s views of the Old Testament, though rich and com-
plex, were ultimately quite traditional in the specific sense that interests me here. “For 
Luther the hermeneutical key to the Old Testament is the fact that God revealed himself 
in Christ.” Siegfried Raeder, “The Exegetical and Hermeneutical Work of Martin Luther,” 
in Magne Sæbø, ed., Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History of Its Interpretation,  
vol. 2, From the Renaissance to the Enlightenment (Göttingen, Germany: Vandenhoeck and 
Ruprecht, 2000), pp. 363, 377. For a similar conclusion, see Paul Althaus, The Theology of  
Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), pp. 86–102.

24 Michael Walzer, The Revolution of the Saints: A Study in the Origins of Radical 
Politics (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1965).

25 Katz, God’s Last Words, p. 62.
26 “Israel’s experience as recounted in the Old Testament” was a model for its “own 

experience as God’s ‘New Israel.’ ” Harry Stout, The New England Soul: Preaching and 
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radical champion of religious liberty who helped shape the American 
national tradition of disestablishment, was (though also deeply Calvinist 
in his own way)27 in one respect profoundly conservative: he criticized 
the Massachusetts Puritans for claiming any contemporary relevance for 
Old Testament laws—laws that he argued, on the basis of longstanding 
Christian assumptions, had been superseded and annulled.28

Even apart from questions about the applicability of specific biblical 
norms, some Protestant Reformers, particularly in the Dutch Reformed 
tradition, were remarkable for trying to articulate a more theologically 
integrated vision of the relation of the Old Testament to the New, notably 
with respect to the question of how Christians should live in the world. 
The Reformed tradition, as transplanted to America, had a profoundly

collective emphasis… derived from the classical conception of the 
polis,… from the Old Testament notion of the Covenant between 
God and a people held collectively responsible for its actions, and 
from the New Testament notion of a community based on charity 
or love and expressed in brotherly affection and fellow membership 
in one common body.29

This theological vision, particularly in its effort to speak to both the Old 
Testament and the New, was complex and even difficult. Michael Walzer 
has famously described the profound dialectic between collective disci-
pline and individual grace in Reformed theology and practice:

In his theology, Calvin distinguished between covenants of law 
and of grace. The covenants of the Old Testament upon which the 

Religious Culture in Colonial New England (New York and Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1986), p. 8. The colonists conceived of themselves explicitly as “the people of 
Israel. As such they were apart from every other people. They were, of course, not the 
natural heirs of the ancient Hebrews, but their replica. The Old Testament was their 
story as a prophecy to be reenacted.” Judith N. Shklar, “The Boundaries of Democracy,” 
in Shklar, Stanley Hoffman, and Dennis F. Thompson, eds., Redeeming American Political 
Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp. 127, 130.

27 See James Calvin Davis, The Moral Theology of Roger Williams: Christian 
Conviction and Public Ethics (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/John Knox Press, 2004).

28 For a particularly nuanced account of the dispute between Williams and the 
Puritans on this point, which emphasizes Williams’ own affirmative reliance on argu-
ments drawn from the “Old Testament,” see James P. Byrd Jr., The Challenges of Roger 
Williams: Religious Liberty, Violent Persecution, and the Bible (Macon, Ga.: Mercer 
University Press, 2002). Ultimately, though, Williams’ “argument for the separation of 
church and state” was based not on readings one way or the other of the Hebrew Bible 
but on “a radical ecclesiology that itself depended on Williams’ particular brand of 
incarnational piety.” Davis, Moral Theology of Roger Williams, p. 41.

29 Robert Neelly Bellah, The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in Time of 
Trial (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 17–18 (emphasis added).
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Geneva oath was modeled were combinations of the two…. The 
emphasis of Calvinist theology… alternated: law, then grace, then 
law again—with the significant difference that law in the third stage 
was internally accepted by the men who had received grace.30

To be sure, this vision retained the old Christian notion—which Jews 
and many contemporary Christians reject—that the Old Testament para-
digmatically represents law and collective life, while the New Testament 
represents grace and individual salvation. Be that as it may, the Calvinist 
argument employed that dichotomy in a new, dialectical way. And for my 
purposes, the larger point is that the Hebrew Bible was—however com-
plicatedly—at center stage.

Meanwhile, a group of Enlightenment thinkers often called “Christian 
Hebraists” also began to look to the Hebrew Bible as a reference point 
for their reconstruction of political theory—a reconstruction that helped 
begin the liberal tradition upon which Western constitutionalism now 
rests.31 These Hebraist intellectuals included Jean Bodin, John Selden, 
James Harrington, and Petrus Cunaeus. Even more famous thinkers, such 
as Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, arguably figure at least in the periph-
ery of that intellectual constellation.32 Most of these Hebraists understood 
their interest in recovering the meaning of ancient Jewish texts as being 
entirely consistent with Christian belief. But some, in particular Bodin, 
might well have—though the evidence is unclear—ultimately abandoned 
Christianity and converted to a “simplified archaic Judaism.”33

Farther along the spectrum of thought in that turbulent era, the radi-
cal wing of the Reformation gave rise to a variety of religious movements. 

30 Walzer, Revolution of the Saints, p. 56.
31 Scholarly attention to the Christian Hebraists has exploded in recent years. 

Useful accounts can be found among the articles collected in Gordon Schochet, Fania 
Oz-Salzberger, and Meirav Jones, eds., Political Hebraism: Judaic Sources in Early Modern 
Political Thought (Jerusalem and New York: Shalem Press, 2008); Allison Coudert and 
Jeffrey S. Shoulson, eds., Hebraica Veritas? Christian Hebraists and the Study of Judaism 
in Early Modern Europe (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004); and 
Richard H. Popkin and Gordon M. Weiner, eds., Jewish Christians and Christian Jews: 
From the Renaissance to the Enlightenment (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1994). The Shalem 
Center in Israel, through conferences and publications (including this journal), has, of 
course, been particularly active in promoting interest in the Hebraists and their influ-
ence on the development of Western political theory.

32 See Fania Oz-Salzberger, “The Political Thought of John Locke and the Significance 
of Political Hebraism,” Hebraic Political Studies 1:5 (Fall 2006), pp. 568–592.

33 Christopher R. Baxter, “Jean Bodin’s Daemon and His Conversion to Judaism,” 
in Horst Denzer, ed., Jean Bodin: Proceedings of the International Conference on Bodin 
in Munich (Munich: Beck, 1973), pp. 1–21. See also Paul Lawrence Rose, Jean Bodin 
and the Grand God of Nature: The Moral and Religious Universe of a Judaizer (Geneva: 
Librairie Droz, 1980).



Hebraic Political Studies  241

Some of these, including the ancestors of today’s Mennonites, Amish, 
and Quakers, are of less interest to the present story. Others, more rel-
evant here, remained Christians but began to adhere to certain ritual 
commandments of the Hebrew Bible—including dietary restrictions and 
the Saturday Sabbath—in a reprise of the ancient Judaizing heresies. Yet 
other radical reformers broke from the core of Christian theology entirely. 
Some of these became Unitarians. Others, traveling either the Unitarian 
or the Judaizing path, abandoned the New Testament and became Jews, 
at least in their own eyes.34 Such quasi-Jewish personalities and commu-
nities sprang up, for example, in Transylvania, Hungary,35 and Poland. 
Transylvania was particularly famous for its remarkable degree of reli-
gious liberty, which encouraged religious innovation. As one historian 
put it, if a bit simplistically:

Protestantism evolved primarily from a return to the text of the 
Scriptures. The Unitarians, even more radically, reject every-
thing that was post-Christ. One [sixteenth-century] group in 
Transylvania based its entire reliance on the Old Testament alone. 
The Sabbatarians were getting close to Judaism, not only in the 
observance of the weekly holiday, but in other religious questions 
as well.36

Christian Judaizing groups also appeared in Russia in the fifteenth 
century even before the Reformation in Western Europe, rebelling 
against the power of the Russian Orthodox Church and suffering per-
secution at its hands.37 These groups, whose exact practice and beliefs 
remain obscure,38 were severely suppressed and eliminated. The impulse  

34 For the complex, ambivalent, and sometimes dangerous relationship between 
Unitarians and Judaizers in that period, see Charles A. Howe, For Faith and Freedom: 
A Short History of Unitarianism in Europe (Boston: Skinner House Books, 1997),  
pp. 116–117.

35 See, for example, W. Bacher, “The Sabbatarians of Hungary,” Jewish Quarterly 
Review 2 (1890), pp. 465–493.

36 István Lázár and Andrew L. Simon, eds., Transylvania: A Short History, trans. 
Thomas J. de Kornfeld (Stanley Harbor, Fla.: Simon Publications, 1996), p. 92. The 
author adds this less fortunate coda: “Taking a giant leap in history, we must add that 
the Sabbatarians faced a dreadful end and […] were caught up in the murder machine 
of the Holocaust of 1944. Their few survivors were welcomed in the new State of Israel.” 
Ibid., pp. 92–93.

37 See, for example, George Vernadsky, “The Heresy of the Judaizers and the 
Policies of Ivan III of Moscow,” Speculum 8:4 (1933), pp. 436–454; David B. Miller, “The 
Lübeckers Bartholomäus Ghotan and Nicolaus Bülow in Novgorod and Moscow and the 
Problem of Early Western Influences on Russian Culture,” Viator 9 (1978), pp. 395–412.

38 As with other instances of real and alleged “Judaizing,” it remains something of 
a challenge for historians to disentangle reality from polemic. At the very least, these 
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persisted, however, and similar Judaizing sects, especially the Subbotniki 
(and, more ambiguously for my purposes, the Molokans), reappeared in 
the eighteenth century.39 Some historians even argue that the distinc-
tive Russian brand of anti-Semitism was first inspired less by encounters 
with mainstream Jews than by the Russian Church’s struggle for several 
centuries against the various streams of both Christian Judaizers and self-
proclaimed Jews at the margins of Christian practice.40

Jump ahead again. As this survey enters the modern era, it neces-
sarily becomes complicated by the rise of secular consciousness and, 
more particularly, by the development of modern historical-critical bib-
lical scholarship, which has sought to discover the biblical texts’ sources, 
methods of composition, and original cultural contexts and understand-
ings. Critical scholarship claims, in its own way, to try to describe the 
Bible in itself. But its precise role at the tail end of the two-thousand-
year story I am outlining here is ambiguous. On the one hand, modern 
critical scholarship is certainly part of the chain of events in that story. 
Some of the premodern examples I have already discussed anticipated 
modern critical study, or they at least resonated, if in complicated ways, 
with the same itch that drives modern historians. More to the point, 
efforts to understand the Bible in itself in recent centuries have often 
been influenced by, or grappled with, and even coincided with, the histor-
ical-critical method. Indeed, even apart from any direct influence, critical 
scholarship has become the very emblem of modernity in its quest for 
biblical understanding. It is, at least for any sophisticated reader of the 
Bible today, the gorilla in the room. At the same time, historical-critical 
scholarship has itself often incorporated religious assumptions and moti-
vations41 and has therefore become part of the religious conversation.

All these relations and echoes are important, even crucial. Nevertheless, 
I prefer to think of critical scholarship as a catalyst, goad, or even dis-
putant in the modern incarnations of commitment to the Bible in itself 
rather than—with some exceptions—as a direct protagonist. Certainly, 

groups might be described as having adopted a sort of proto-Protestant theology and 
hermeneutics.

39 See Encyclopedia Judaica, 1st ed. (1972), s.v. “Judaizers.”
40 See, for example, Henry R. Huttenbach, “The Judaizing Heresy and the Origins of 

Russian Anti-Semitism,” Studies in Medieval Culture 4:3 (1974), pp. 496–506; Charles J. 
Halperin, “Judaizers and the Image of the Jew in Medieval Russia: A Polemic Revisited 
and a Question Posed,” Canadian-American Slavic Studies 9:2 (1975), pp. 141–155.

41 See John J. Collins, The Bible After Babel: Historical Criticism in a Postmodern Age 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eeardmans, 2005), pp. 7–8; Jon D. Levenson, The Hebrew 
Bible, the Old Testament, and Historical Criticism (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/John 
Knox Press, 1993), particularly chs. 1, 4, and 5; James L. Kugel, “Biblical Studies and 
Jewish Studies,” Association for Jewish Studies Newsletter 36 (Fall 1986), p. 22.
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the lure of the Bible in itself need not, even in the modern age, rely on 
historical-critical assumptions. For example, the historical-critical Bible 
is a diverse text composed of intermeshed sources and conflicting mean-
ings; the Bible in itself, even in modernity, can just as easily be a unified 
text whose tensions reconcile into an overall plan. More important, mod-
ern historical-critical scholarship is outside the precise and limited brief 
of this article, which is to focus on personalities and movements that have 
directly sought religious (or at least philosophical or personal) meaning 
and authority in the Bible in itself. After all, it has been precisely the sec-
ular and modern aspiration of critical scholarship (as opposed to some 
of the theological efforts that have drawn on its insights) to analyze the 
Bible as an artifact rather than to draw on it as a source of what I have 
called meaning and authority. Even to the extent that critical scholarship 
has unavoidably become normative in its own right, it has often been 
in the service of debunking or disenchanting the Hebrew Bible rather 
than reasserting its significance and authority. Finally, it is at least worth 
considering whether critical scholars are really searching for the Bible 
in itself—at least as I have understood it here—or for something subtly 
different, such as the Bible in origin or the Bible in context (whether the 
context of other ancient cultures or Israelite history or the prehistory of 
the text itself).42 Thus, for all these reasons, I will treat modern critical 
scholarship as the just-off-stage gorilla, so to speak, in the particular, nar-
row story I am telling.43

42 See James L. Kugel, “The Bible in the University,” in William Henry Propp, Baruch 
Halpern, and David Noel Freedman, eds., The Hebrew Bible and Its Interpreters (Winona 
Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1990), pp. 143–165.

43 Of course, even the Bibles of Jewish and Christian tradition, the Bible of modern 
historical-critical scholars, and the Bible in itself do not begin to exhaust the pos-
sible approaches to the text. Recent years have seen particular bursts of interest in, 
for example, literary analyses of the Bible as well as deconstructive readings, feminist 
readings, “textual reasoning,” “scriptural reasoning,” and other postmodern readings. 
See, for example, Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 
1981); Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “The Bible and Women’s Studies,” in Alter, ed., Studies 
in Bible and Feminist Criticism (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2006), pp. 
161–186; Peter Ochs, “Introduction: Textual Reasoning as a Movement of Thought,” 
in Ochs and Nancy Levene, eds., Textual Reasonings: Jewish Philosophy and Text Study 
at the End of the Twentieth Century (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eeardmans, 2002), 
pp. 2–14; David F. Ford and C.C. Pecknold, eds., The Promise of Scriptural Reasoning 
(Malden, Mass. and Oxford: Blackwell, 2006). The various postmodern approaches, for 
all their diversity, are particularly interesting for my purposes to the extent that they 
seek simultaneously to harness and critique central aspects of each of the other forms 
of reading discussed in this article. See Robert P. Carroll, “Poststructuralist Approaches: 
New Historicism and Postmodernism,” in John Barton, ed., The Cambridge Companion 
to Biblical Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 50–66. 

For one recent discussion of the diversity of contemporary approaches to the Bible, 
and the implications of that diversity, see Collins, Bible After Babel. Any effort to map 
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All that said, consider three of the forces that have helped define 
Jewish modernity: the Haskala (or Jewish Enlightenment), the Reform 
movement, and Zionism. All these movements, particularly in their 
formative periods, not only reclaimed the Hebrew Bible as the central 
Jewish text; they also actively marginalized and even scorned the Talmud 
and rabbinic tradition.44 And even though the classical, most extreme 
expressions of these trends ebbed away, their legacy continues in the con-
temporary renaissance of interest in the Bible among most serious Jews 
of all religious and secular stripes.

Indeed, the renewed interest in the Bible in itself has become so impor-
tant in contemporary Jewish thought that we risk taking it for granted. 
To be sure, the attraction of the Bible to early and modern Zionists, both 
as a property deed and as a narrative of earlier national glory, is obvious. 
Similarly, the Haskala’s emphasis on the Bible had a good deal to do with 
its commitment to a Jewish “return to history.”45

The Bible served the Haskalah as a tool in its struggle to achieve 
the modernization of Jewish culture…. It viewed the world depicted 
in the Bible as a longed-for past, a repertoire of stories and histori-
cal analogies, a guide to the real life of the Land of Israel and as a 
mediator between the present and the distant past.46

But why early, religiously serious Reform Jews should have focused on 
the Bible is less immediately apparent.47 The core of the Reform vision, 
after all, was not historical or national narrative (it was decidedly anti-
Zionist) but the principles of ethical monotheism. Indeed, early Reform 
Jews did not value the entire Bible and considered much of its law and 
ritual outmoded. It is therefore worth asking why they found their inspi-
ration in the biblical prophets rather than, say, the aggadic portions of 
the rabbinic tradition or Pirkei Avot. This is a question to which we will 
have to return.

The story of the Old Testament in modern Christianity, meanwhile, 
has so many strands that I could not hope to begin to catalog them 
here. Part of the story, to be sure, involves new expressions of what was 

or analyze the rich panoply of contemporary approaches, or their relation to each other 
and to their precursors, is well beyond the scope of this article.

44 Much of this story is told in Yaacov Shavit and Mordechai Eran, The Hebrew Bible 
Reborn: From Holy Scripture to the Book of Books: A History of Biblical Culture and the 
Battles over the Bible in Modern Judaism (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007).

45 Ibid., pp. 18, 20, 75.
46 Ibid., p. 76.
47 To be fair, this tendency was more pronounced in England and the United States 

than in the German Reform community.



Hebraic Political Studies  245

traditionally labeled Christian “Judaizing.” Famous examples include 
groups such as the Seventh-Day Adventists. More striking, though, are 
self-described Torah-submissive (or Restorationist)48 Christians, who 
not only read the New Testament to require, not condemn, continued 
adherence to such Jewish practices as Sabbath observance, the dietary 
laws, and the biblical festivals, but also construct much of their religious 
identity and personal and communal religious practice around that read-
ing.49 These movements complement but also in a sense mirror the more 
well-known and often derided phenomenon of Messianic Judaism. The 
claim of Messianic Judaism is, in essence, that Jews can perfect what it 
means to be Jewish by accepting Jesus; the claim of the Hebraic roots and 
Restorationist movements is that Christians can perfect what it means to 
be Christian by taking on many of the commandments at the heart of 
Jewish ritual life.

As in the past, however, outright “Judaizing” is only one way Christians 
can seek to reclaim the Hebrew Bible in itself. On a more political front, 
individuals and groups on both sides of the ideological spectrum have 
looked to the Hebrew Bible to help them fashion a vision of society, gov-
ernance, and justice.

On the Left, movements such as liberation theology and its cousins, as 
well as the (African-American) Black Church, have looked to the Hebrew 
Bible, not in opposition to the New Testament but for its own distinctive 
contribution, as a source of authority and meaning in the quest for free-
dom and the overturning of entrenched hierarchies.50 These movements 
all echo the theology of the Social Gospel a century ago,51 whose own 
hermeneutical strategy upended the classical Christian mode of reading: 
rather than find Christological hints in the Old Testament by reference 

48 In fact, a wide variety of Christian movements, denominations, and sects, many 
having little to do with the phenomenon I am describing here, have also called them-
selves “Restorationist,” but those are not the groups I have in mind when using the 
term in this article.

49 See, for example, D. Thomas Lancaster, Restoration: Returning the Torah of God 
to the Disciples of Jesus (Boulder, Colo.: First Fruits of Zion, 2005). 

50 See, for example, José Severino Croatto, Exodus: A Hermeneutics of Freedom 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1981); Bruce C. Birch, Let Justice Roll Down: The Old 
Testament, Ethics, and Christian Life (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/John Knox Press, 
1991); Anthony R. Ceresko, Introduction to the Old Testament: A Liberation Perspective 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2001).

51 The basic text is Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (New 
York: Macmillan, 1907). It is now available in a useful new edition, edited by the author’s 
grandson and supplemented with contemporary essays by Stanley Hauerwas, Richard 
Rorty, Phyllis Trible, Cornel West, and others. See Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the 
Social Crisis in the 21st Century, ed. Paul Rauschenbusch (New York: HarperCollins, 
2007).



246  The Abiding Lure of the Hebrew Bible in Itself

to the good news of the New, the Social Gospel claimed to bring to the 
surface the this-worldly message of Jesus in the New Testament by refer-
ence to the prophetic tradition in the Old.

On the other side of the political spectrum, Christian Reconstructionists  
and similar groups52 argue, much like the Puritans, that the American 
polity should embrace and enforce political and moral norms—such as 
the death penalty or laws against homosexuality—drawn directly from the 
Old Testament. The precise role and influence of such groups (which—
unlike the notably less political Torah-submissive Restorationists—express 
little interest in the distinctively ritual parts of Jewish law) in the larger 
American religious and political conversation has been debated. As one 
balanced account puts it, however:

Christian Reconstructionists are but a tiny fringe of the Christian 
Right, but their arguments are increasingly incorporated in main-
stream writing…. This does not mean that many Christian Right 
activists advocate stoning incorrigible children, but it does indicate 
how serious discussions are taking place among Christian Right 
activists of how to go about restructuring society to conform with 
biblical law.53

Meanwhile, the Christian religious academy has, under the influence 
of critical-historical studies but also for other reasons, sought to bring 
the Hebrew Bible into clearer focus. An important and serious effort of 
contemporary Christian scholarship, for example, is “Old Testament the-
ology,” which asks what the Old Testament could and should mean to 
believing Christians in its own terms.54 At first, Old Testament theol-
ogy had a decidedly Protestant tone, but the Catholic Church has now 
adopted it as well. Not surprisingly, this has challenged Jewish academics 
to ask whether such an enterprise might make sense for them as well.55

52 The classic text is Rousas John Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law (Nutley, 
N.J.: Craig Press, 1973). See also Gary DeMar, The Debate over Christian Reconstruction 
(Fort Worth, Tex.: Dominion Press, 1988).

53 Clyde Wilcox, Onward Christian Soldiers? The Religious Right in American Politics, 
3rd ed. (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 2006), p. 156.

54 The literature of “biblical theology” is too extensive, and too diverse in its meth-
ods, assumptions, and aspirations, even to begin to canvass it here. For one account of 
its history and current state, see Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: 
Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), pp. 1–114.

55 Among the most prolific and self-conscious writers on biblical theology from a 
Jewish perspective (as opposed to purely critical-historical analysis or to Jewish theol-
ogy that draws on biblical sources) has been Jon D. Levenson. For a review of much of 
Levenson’s work, see Marvin A. Sweeney, “Why Jews Are Interested in Biblical Theology: 
A Retrospective on the Work of Jon D. Levenson,” Jewish Book Annual 55–56 (1997–
1999/5758–5759), pp. 135–168.
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IV.

The litany of efforts to rediscover the Hebrew Bible in itself is a motley 
mix. The list spans several profoundly different historical eras, from the 
early Christian era to the Middle Ages to the Reformation to modernity. 
It also encompasses two religious civilizations, Jewish and Christian. It 
includes both religious sects and individual intellectuals. Most dramati-
cally, it covers both cases in which a commitment to the Bible in itself 
led to fundamental religious rupture, as with the Karaites or the most 
thoroughgoing Judaizers, as well as the majority of cases, in which it did 
not. It might seem futile, then, to try to treat these as a single phenom-
enon. Yet, despite this variety, certain common themes keep appearing, 
like recurring motifs in a multi-movement piece of music. Not all these 
themes appear in every movement, and they are often paradoxical and 
tension-filled, both in themselves and in relation to each other. But they 
do suggest a certain rough continuity to the Bible’s abiding lure.

Consider first some of the reasons that might prompt either Christians 
or Jews to try to loosen the Hebrew Bible from its encasement in later 
religious texts.

The most obviously recurring declared motive is an appeal to reason, 
or rationality. Again, I want to be precise: my claim is not that the per-
sons and movements discussed here were actually more rational than 
their opponents, only that they were often committedly rationalistic. They 
rejected, or at least cabined, the orthodox religious effort—necessarily 
grounded in submission to faith and authority—to chain the Bible to a 
set of often obscure and apparently far-fetched meanings found in later 
texts and traditions. Rationalism in this sense is an intellectual position, 
but it can also be a social mechanism legitimizing a revolt against reli-
gious hierarchy and demanding direct, unmediated access to religious 
texts. The Karaites were self-consciously and proudly rationalistic. So was 
Ibn Ezra. So were the Russian Judaizers. And it is probably no coinci-
dence that some of the leading figures of early modern liberal political 
theory were also Christian Hebraists. Indeed, one answer to the puz-
zle of why classic Reform Jews found their ethical monotheism in the 
Bible rather than the Talmud is that, in common with the secular Jewish 
Enlightenment, they found the latter’s exegesis irrational and obfuscatory.

In contemporary modernity, the lure of rationalist aspiration in Bible 
reading takes two very different forms. On the one hand, most main-
stream, or at least academically sophisticated, interpreters feel the need, 
as I’ve already discussed, to grapple with the empirical conclusions of 
critical-historical scholarship, or at least to explain their willingness 
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to put such scholarship aside. On the other hand, contemporary bibli-
cal fundamentalism, as has often been pointed out, also draws—in its 
attitude to reading the biblical text—on a profoundly modernist vari-
ant of acidic rationalism. Indeed, while rationalistic “literal” readings of 
the creation account in Genesis are often assumed to stand in regressive 
opposition to the modern scientific ethos, the “radical orthodox” theolo-
gian John Milbank complains that they are just the opposite:

Modern science insists on literalism as regards facts, and Protestant 
fundamentalism was born (around 1900) in a construal of the Bible 
as presenting a parallel universe of revealed facts alongside the 
realm of natural facts. Catholic, orthodox Christianity, by contrast, 
insists that the abiding truth of the Old Testament is allegorical: 
literal violence points figuratively to a future revelation of embod-
ied peace in Christ.56

Beside the call to rationality as an argument for rediscovering the 
Hebrew Bible in itself, however, there has been a rarer but still important 
call to spiritualism and mysticism. Too little appreciated, for example, is 
the extent to which Ibn Ezra was a committed biblical mystic, as were 
some of the Christian Hebraists and Judaizers.

Indeed, it is worth pausing here to think about Ibn Ezra’s project. He 
was, as noted, a committed rationalist and a seeker of peshat. Reconciling 
his rationalism with his mysticism is, in principle, not so difficult—these 
two frames of mind have often not only coexisted but relied on each 
other. The tougher challenge is reconciling the specific hermeneutic of 
peshat, plain meaning, with what Jewish tradition refers to as sod, secret 
meaning. As Irene Lancaster demonstrates convincingly, however, Ibn 
Ezra understood sod to be a deeper form of peshat itself.57 He rejected 
both derash and remez (allegory), because they sought meaning outside 
the text. He argued, however, that sod was not something ancillary, but 
the center, or deep truth, of the very same circle of meaning whose cir-
cumference, or external layer, was peshat.

Oddly enough, one finds a similar instinct arising out of very differ-
ent suppositions, and employing very different methods, in the work of 
some of the Christian vernacular translators of the Bible in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. While more conventional translators 
traditionally emphasized scriptural clarity,” Jonathan Sheehan describes 
one remarkable cohort of doggedly literal and literalistic translators who 

56 John Milbank, “The Gift of Ruling,” in Milbank and Simon Oliver, eds., The 
Radical Orthodoxy Reader (London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 338, 356.

57 Irene Lancaster, Deconstructing the Bible: Abraham Ibn Ezra’s Introduction to the 
Torah (London: Routledge, 2003).
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reveled in the “obscurity of biblical passages, produced by their sub-
terranean significance,” and were convinced that the “strictest kind of 
literalism… revealed these zones of significant obscurity without glossing 
them over in the name of sense…. At the outermost fringes of literalism, 
the inspired translator accessed the purest spiritualism.”58

Putting these two examples together, it might become clearer how not 
only rationalism and mysticism, but also peshat and derash, or objective 
literalism and subjective spiritualism, can be interlocked. The governing 
metaphor in all these cases is that, by removing the crust or shell of tra-
dition, with both its homiletic departures from the text and its efforts at 
harmonization with other texts or with common sense, the discerning, 
pious reader can arrive at a deeper, more authentic truth—a truth that 
will be arrived at rationally rather than dogmatically but that might also, 
given the divine inspiration of the text, reveal otherwise esoteric, tran-
scendent realities.

Another attraction of the Bible in itself is that it may provide a set 
of usable, but also directly religious, civil, and political narratives and 
norms. For Jews, this point is obvious. As Zionist Biblicists have often 
emphasized, the rabbinic tradition is largely a product of the Diaspora, 
and national self-rule in the land of Israel is for that tradition princi-
pally a memory rather than a lived normative challenge. For Christians 
seeking to articulate religiously grounded political and civic ideals and 
identities, the appeal of the Hebrew Bible arises from parallel if more 
complicated inadequacies in later sources of Christian tradition. Most 
obviously, the New Testament and much of mainstream Christian tradi-
tion see the Kingdom of God as distinctly separated from the concerns 
of civic and political life:

To put it bluntly, the God of the New Testament is not a very politi-
cal animal. His own agenda is strictly transpolitical, or, to use a 
religious term, eschatological. It follows that any attempt to drive 
a coherent political program from the pages of the New Testament 
alone is bound to end in futility or madness.59

The contemporary theologian Stanley Hauerwas goes so far as to argue 
that faithful Christians need to think of themselves as “resident aliens” 
in whatever polity they happen to inhabit.60

58 Sheehan, Enlightenment Bible, p. 68 (emphasis in original).
59 Ernest Fortin and Brian J. Benestad, eds., Classical Christianity and the Political 

Order: Reflections on the Theologico-Political Problem, vol. 2 (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 1996), pp. 289–290.

60 Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian 
Colony (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989).
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Even putting the affirmatively antipolitical trope in Christianity to 
one side, however, for it has surely not stopped Christians from creating 
or thinking religiously about their own polities,61 Christian political the-
ory faces another challenge. Consider that mainstream Christian thought 
held the civic and political norms of the Hebrew Bible to be inapplicable 
for two distinct reasons. The first is simple supersessionism: the view 
that the New Covenant abrogated the Old. The second reason, however, 
is that mainstream Christians traditionally conceived of themselves as 
juridical Gentiles, to whom the specific system of commandments in the 
Hebrew Bible did not apply, whether or not it was abrogated. Indeed, as 
Markus Bockmuehl has powerfully demonstrated, early Christian public 
ethics often grounded itself in the Jewish concept of a thin set of uni-
versal Noahide rules that governed Gentiles even if the thicker civic and 
political norms of the Hebrew Bible did not.62 Most Christians have been 
satisfied with this self-conception as juridical Gentiles and have accom-
modated both their self-governance and their political theory to it. But 
for those such as the English political Hebraists, Dutch Calvinists, and 
American Puritans, or their contemporary successors, who have sought 
a distinctively religious and textual yet thicker, more comprehensive set 
of norms for civic and political life, the obvious solution has been either 
to reclaim the binding character of ancient Israelite norms and to look to 
the Hebrew Bible as a political blueprint, or, as discussed earlier, at least 
to draw from it a set of theological resources for thinking about covenant, 
community, and political and legal organization.

Also important in at least some expressions of both Christian and 
Jewish efforts to reclaim the Bible in itself is the role the Hebrew Bible 
could play, and has come to play, as a common cultural platform, so 
to speak, for Christians and Jews. This part of the story is particularly 
complicated and fraught, however, and even the term I have chosen—
“common cultural platform”—is intentionally ambiguous.

To begin with, it bears emphasis that I am not claiming universal 
explanatory power here. Just as not all efforts to reclaim the Bible in 
itself have been rationalistic, mystical, or political, not all (and perhaps 
relatively few) have had anything to do with Jewish-Christian under-
standing or interaction. More specifically, as Shaye Cohen usefully puts 

61 For some accounts of medieval Christian political theory, for example, see Fortin 
and Benestad, Classical Christianity and the Political Order, parts I and II; Fritz Kern, 
Kingship and Law in the Middle Ages, trans. S.B. Chrimes (New York: Frederick A. 
Praeger, 1956); Brian Tierney, The Crisis of Church and State 1050–1300 (Toronto, 
Buffalo, and London: University of Toronto Press, 1988).

62 Markus Bockmuehl, Jewish Law in Gentile Churches: Halakhah and the Beginning 
of Christian Public Ethics (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2003).
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it in a brief discussion of the very earliest Christian relations with Jews, 
it is important

to distinguish “Old-Testamentizing” (if I may be permitted an ugly 
coinage) from “judaizing.” In the early church, many Christians 
believed that the ritual requirements of the Old Testament… were 
part and parcel of Christianity, for was not the Old Testament 
Christian scripture? Observance of the laws of the Old Testament 
might simply be the result of the fact that Christians read the Torah 
and took it seriously.63

Indeed, a potent contemporary example of “Old-Testamentizing” is 
Christian Reconstructionism, a movement that, even when not avowedly 
anti-Semitic, has had (unlike, say, Restorationism) little interest in look-
ing to the Bible as a common cultural platform with believing Jews.64

Yet, among some persons and movements, part of the point of looking 
to the Hebrew Bible in itself was that it could provide a common frame-
work or reference for Christians and Jews. After all, the Hebrew Bible in 
itself is, in a sense, what is left over when the more particular frames that 
Jews and Christians have each established for themselves are removed. 
Moreover, conventional interreligious polemics between Christians and 
Jews often focused precisely on each tradition’s claim that the other dis-
torted the Hebrew Bible in the light of its own later texts. Thus, not only 
did Christians condemn Jews for rejecting Christ and the New Testament, 
they also accused them of abandoning the Old Testament by adhering to 
the Talmud. Conversely, Jews accused Christians of misreading and dis-
torting the Hebrew Bible for their own theological ends.

Looking to the Hebrew Bible as a common frame of reference has 
sometimes been a foundation for efforts—not necessarily realized or 
reciprocated—toward interreligious amity and mutual appreciation, or 
even a certain degree of religious universalism. Thus, for example, at least 
some accounts of why the first generations of Reform Jews and their 
leaders focused their attention on the Bible would emphasize both their 
internalization of Christian polemics against the Talmud and their con-
viction that the Bible could be the springboard for the understanding 

63 Shaye J.D. Cohen, review of Playing a Jewish Game, by Michele Murray, American 
Historical Review 110 (2005), p. 1233.

64 See Anson Shupe, “Christian Reconstructionism and the Angry Rhetoric of Neo-
Postmillennialism,” in Thomas Robbins and Susan J. Palmer, eds., Millennium, Messiahs, 
and Mayhem (New York and London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 195–206. For a Christian 
Reconstructionist defense against the charge of anti-Semitism, see Steve Schlissel, 
“Appendix C: To Those Who Wonder If Christian Reconstruction Is Anti-Semitic,” in 
DeMar, Debate over Christian Reconstruction, pp. 256–261.
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with Christians and religious universalism that they sought.65 As Penny 
Schine Gold has explained, the nineteenth-century Reform attitude to 
the Bible was fundamentally contradictory—accepting critical-historical 
scholarship and rejecting much of the ritual content of the Bible, but also 
treating it as “universal, timeless,” and, unlike the Talmud, “in some way 
specially revealed by God.”

How, then, did these men, so eager to demonstrate the irrelevancy 
of the Talmud for modern life, demonstrate, in contrast, the rele-
vancy of the Bible, a text coming from a period even more removed 
from the modern world in time and religious/social structure than 
the body of rabbinic literature?

The basic answer is that the Bible was claimed to be fundamen-
tally in accord with modernity. Underlying this claim were three 
elements of circumstance or understanding: (1) unlike the Talmud, 
the Bible was a text shared with Christians; (2) the Bible better fit 
the category of “classical” text, appealing to modern sensibilities; 
and (3) the Bible was seen as the primary source of universalist 
principles that stood as the essence of Judaism.

The first factor was largely unexpressed and yet was certainly a 
prime motivating force: the Bible was retained as the central sacred 
text in Judaism because it was a text also recognized as “Scripture” 
and “Bible” by Christians.66

Similarly, at least some Christians who have rediscovered the saliency 
of the Old Testament for themselves have also, at the same time and for 
overlapping reasons, found a renewed kinship with Jews. For example, it 
is no coincidence (though it would not have been logically or theologi-
cally required) that the modern Catholic Church has sought to reach out 
to Jews by rejecting prior Christian anti-Semitism even as it has struggled 
to move from an exclusive focus on the “simple allegory of substitution 
or… instrumental use of the testimonies of the Old Testament” to a 
richer, “authentic complementarity” of the Old and the New.67

65 See Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement 
in Judaism (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1995), pp. 172–173. See also Daniel R. 
Langton, “A Question of Backbone: Comparing Christian Influences upon the Origins of 
Reform and Liberal Judaism in England,” Melilah: Manchester Journal of Jewish Studies 
3 (2004), pp. 1–47.

66 Penny Schine Gold, Making the Bible Modern: Children’s Bibles and Jewish Education 
in Twentieth-Century America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), pp. 37–39.

67 See Archbishop Bruno Forte, “Israel and the Church—The Two Explorers of the 
Promised Land: Toward a Christian Theology of Judaism,” in Philip A. Cunningham, 
Norbert J. Hoffman, S.D.B., and Joseph Sievers, eds., The Catholic Church and the Jewish 
People: Reflections from Rome (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), pp. 73, 87. 
The Church’s historic declaration on relations with Jews is contained in the Second 
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Nevertheless, as both Jews and Christians have discovered, looking to 
the Hebrew Bible in itself as a common cultural platform for Christians 
and Jews can be disappointing if one side or the other remains unin-
terested.68 Worse than that, the common platform can be, in its very 
commonality, an arena for new forms of disputation, as each side declares 
its reading more faithful to the original than the other’s69 or only engages 
in the conversation for the sake of proselytization.

Indeed, even with the best of faith, the Bible in itself is a fraught and 
decidedly imperfect point of connection. Some Christian Hebraists, for 
example, looked to the Karaites as the “pure Jews” whose understand-
ing of the Bible was untarnished by rabbinic encrustations.70 More to 
the point, the idea of the Bible in itself as a platform for interreligious 
encounter is problematic even conceptually, for it looks for common 
ground in a mode of reading that is actually alien to one or both sides of 
the conversation. Today, as at the beginning of the division between Jews 
and Christians, “Old-Testamentizing,” as long as it pays no attention to 
nonbiblical Jewish practices, “does not necessarily imply any connection 
with, or influence from, living Jews.”71 As David Ruderman has empha-
sized in a helpful, recent study, the most interesting Christian Hebraists 
did eventually consult the Mishna and Talmud both to advance their 
study of Judaism and, more importantly for them, to provide a context 
and method for their own Christian exegesis.72 Similarly, Jews need to 
appreciate that Christian efforts to unite the Old and New Testaments 

Vatican Council document Nostra Aetate (1965). A primary document in the Church’s 
even more complex, partial, and theologically charged effort to rethink Old Testament 
exegesis without rejecting older allegorical or typological strategies is the Pontifical 
Biblical Commission’s report on “The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church” (1993), 
available in English translation in Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S.J., ed., The Biblical Commission’s 
Document “The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church”: Text and Commentary (Rome: 
Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1995).

68 See Meyer, Response to Modernity, p. 203.
69 Even divergent traditions of translation have been, for many centuries, an arena 

in which the complications of Jewish-Christian relations have played out. See Naomi 
Seidman, Faithful Renderings: Jewish-Christian Difference and the Politics of Translation 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).

70 See Yosef Kaplan, “ ‘Karaites’ in Early Eighteenth-Century Amsterdam,” in David 
S. Katz and Jonathan I. Israel, eds., Sceptics, Millenarians, and Jews (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1990).

71 Cohen, review of Playing a Jewish Game, p. 1233. Recent interfaith efforts at 
“scriptural reasoning” have tried to avoid this trap by emphasizing not only personal 
encounters with the text, but also the variety of exegetical traditions that have devel-
oped around it.

72 David B. Ruderman, Connecting the Covenants: Judaism and the Search 
for Christian Identity in Eighteenth-Century England (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2007).
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through allegory and typology are a powerful form of derash, so to speak, 
not unlike Jewish efforts to unite the Written and Oral halves of the dual 
Torah.73 As David Novak—speaking to both Christians and Jews—puts it, 
it is a mistake to think of Christianity and the New Testament as either 
merely replacing or merely usurping Judaism and the Hebrew Bible.74 
Both “Judaism qua Oral Torah and Christianity qua New Covenant are 
novi testamenti, as it were.”75

Nevertheless, the idea of a common Bible—much like the myth of a 
“Judeo-Christian tradition,” to which it is a close cousin76—has a power-
ful and undeniable attraction and might be at least one preliminary step 
in the dialectic of serious interfaith engagement. If nothing else, it is an 
important icon of Jewish-Christian (and more generally Abrahamic) his-
tory and a symbolic plank in the larger cultural construction of Western 
and more specifically American identity.

Indeed, if the story of the Yale baccalaureate that I told at the begin-
ning of this article acutely illustrates the subordination of the Hebrew 
Bible in both Jewish and Christian traditions, the actual, much more 
recent denouement just as acutely brings home the continuing power 
of the Bible as a common text when Jews and Christians come together 
in a cultural or spiritual rather than specifically religious context. The 
reader will remember the Yale service’s original practice of juxtaposing 
“Old Testament” and “New Testament” readings, and the Jewish chap-
lain’s decision to forgo the “Old Testament” reading for his own selection 
of rabbinic texts. In the past few years, however, the service has changed 
again, replacing the chaplains entirely with a trio of Christian, Jewish, 
and Muslim students who read responsively from a single “shared sacred 
text,” such as a psalm, “with accompanying notes about the designation 
of the text in each of the three faith traditions.”77 Thus, in this latest  

73 Michael A. Singer, “Searching the Scriptures: Jews, Christians, and the Book,” in 
Tikva Frymer-Kensky et al., eds., Christianity in Jewish Terms (Boulder, Colo.: Westview 
Press, 2000), pp. 85–98. In the same volume, see also David Novak, “What to Seek and 
What to Avoid in Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” pp. 1–6; and Peter Ochs, “The God of 
Jews and Christians,” pp. 49–69.

74 David Novak, “From Supersessionism to Parallelism in Jewish-Christian 
Dialogue,” in Talking with Christians: Musings of a Jewish Theologian (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: W.B. Eeardmans, 2005), pp. 8, 21.

75 Ibid., p. 22.
76 Arthur Cohen, The Myth of the Judeo-Christian Tradition (New York: Harper 

& Row, 1970); Martin E. Marty, “A Judeo-Christian Looks at the Judeo-Christian 
Tradition,” Christian Century, Oct. 8, 1986, pp. 858, 859.

77 Martha C. Highsmith, “Instituting Change in the Spiritual Makeup of a University: 
The Case of Yale,” Spirituality in Higher Education Newsletter 2:3 (July 2005). Other 
universities have experimented with a variety of formats. The larger subject of exactly  
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iteration, both the New Testament and the Oral Torah have dropped out 
of the spoken liturgy, as have (significantly, I think) even the institu-
tional representatives of the two traditions. Whether the Hebrew Bible 
can continue to play this role of the “shared text” of civil religion as 
American society becomes even more religiously pluralistic is, of course, 
another and more complicated question, well beyond the scope of this 
essay. Suffice it to say that, if I were to continue to treat the university 
baccalaureate as something of a case study, it would bear emphasis that 
other universities have experimented with a variety of formats, including 
some that incorporate texts from a wider range of religious and nonre-
ligious traditions.78 In such dispensations, the Hebrew Bible, while set 
free from its encasement in one or another particular religious tradition, 
is also (for better or worse) set into the new, reframed kaleidoscope of 
contemporary consciousness.

The last theme I want to explore is the hardest to pin down. Recall 
the degree to which the search for the Bible in itself has often been the 
occasion for religious reform or rebellion. At least sometimes, it has 
been the platform of those at the margins of larger religious communi-
ties, or even of outright eccentrics. This is partly a matter of definition; 
after all, it is the religious mainstream among both Christians and Jews 
that so thoroughly enshrouded the Bible in itself in the first place. But 
there is, I want to suggest, more to it. Northrop Frye famously described 
the Hebrew Bible as a “huge, sprawling, tactless book [that] sit[s] there 
inscrutably in the middle of our cultural heritage.”79 The Hebrew Bible in 
itself is the supercharged version of that “tactless book”; it has an ancient, 
raw, even wild authenticity that is surely an important part of its appeal 
to rebels and reformers and even to many more conventional readers.80 
Antireligious polemicists are fond of arguing that there is something irre-
trievably primitive about the Hebrew Bible and its God.81 As noted at the 

how the Hebrew Bible and its various interpretations fit into the American civil religion 
is well beyond the scope of this article.

78 See Aaron White, “Baccalaureate Services and Pluralism,” http://pluralism.org/
research/reports/white/BaccalaureateServices.pdf (2005), accessed July 1, 2009.

79 Frye, Great Code, p. xviii.
80 Jonathan Sheehan is particularly interesting in his account of the pull of “primi-

tive” and ancient authenticity to the project of articulating the “Enlightenment Bible.” 
Sheehan, Enlightenment Bible, pp. 219–221.

81 “The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all 
fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control freak; a vindictive, 
bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, 
filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.” 
Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2006), p. 31.
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start, mainstream Judaism and Christianity at least implicitly agree. But 
that is also part of the incessant pull of that Bible and its God.

It might seem odd that I would begin my speculations about the lure 
of the Hebrew Bible in itself by discussing the “appeal to reason” and 
then end by emphasizing the Bible’s raw, wild authenticity. Formally, of 
course, there is no contradiction. The argument from “reason” goes to the 
method for reading the Bible; the wildness goes to the content of the bib-
lical text. Yet there is a deeper consonance here as well. Thoroughgoing 
rational hermeneutics, which rejects traditions of reading and searches 
for an unencrusted core, is necessarily acidic, at the very least prone to 
be subjective, and very possibly a little mad.82 Reason, mysticism, and 
raw authenticity are thus all of a piece. This does not solve the ultimate 
puzzle of how one might read the Hebrew Bible for its religious mean-
ing and authority—a puzzle to which I will now turn—but it does clarify 
the stakes.

V.

As should already be apparent, what I have described as the abiding lure 
of the Hebrew Bible in itself is not a simple matter. It brings with it a host 
of problems and tensions.

The most immediate challenge for any religious effort to seek the 
Hebrew Bible in itself is how precisely to integrate that quest into the 
larger web of religious meaning. This is a question even for those who 
nominally put aside the final authority of later texts such as the Talmud 
or the New Testament.

It is precisely this dilemma, for example, that makes the Karaite story 
decidedly more interesting and complicated than it might at first appear. 
As I have emphasized elsewhere,

Despite rabbinic caricatures to the contrary, sophisticated Karaites 
did recognize that the Written Torah was not self-explicating. They 
even resorted to exegetical rules that led them, like the Rabbis, 
to reach non-literal and non-obvious readings of Scripture. Most 
significantly, they also believed in the interpretive authority of tra-
dition—the “burden of inheritance.”83

82 For similar arguments in other contexts, see, for example, Louis A. Sass, Madness 
and Modernism: Insanity in the Light of Modern Art, Literature, and Thought (New York: 
Basic Books, 1992); Terry Eagleton, Reason, Faith, and Revolution: Reflections on the 
God Debate (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), pp. 89–90 (“a surplus of rea-
son can become… a species of madness…. Primitivism is the flip side of rationalism”).

83 Dane, “Textless Text,” p. 13, n. 4. 
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The deep issue for Karaites, therefore, was whether, despite their rejection 
of the notion of a “dual Torah,” they should respect the rabbinic corpus 
as part of the inevitable accumulation of traditional and binding inter-
pretation, the “burden of inheritance.” Some Karaites said no. Others, 
however, continued to read, respect, and even follow rabbinic traditions 
as presumptive guides to biblical meaning. Thus, for example, a fifteenth-
century Karaite scholar, while insisting that “Karaite tradition… is not 
like the tradition believed in by the Rabbanites, since the latter add to 
and subtract from Scripture and say that tradition overcomes the written 
biblical text,” nevertheless argued that

our scholars have said that every tradition which does not stand 
up against Scripture, does not add to what is stated in Scripture, is 
acknowledged by all Israel, and has indirect support in Scripture is 
to be called a genuine tradition, and we must accept it. They said 
further that most of the Mishnah and the Talmud comprise genuine 
utterances of our forefathers, and [Karaite] Rabbi Nissi ben Noah 
has said that our people are obligated to study the Mishnah and 
the Talmud.84

Even more cleverly, an earlier Karaite author actually managed to jus-
tify respect for rabbinic tradition by way of a celebration of the Karaite 
emphasis on individual spiritual autonomy:

The Karaites do not say that they are the leaders, and they have not 
contrived to lead the people after their own desire. Rather, they 
search and investigate in the Law of Moses and in the books of the 
Prophets, and they even look into the words of the Rabbanite fore-
runners. For this reason they say to their brethren, the children of 
Jacob, “Study, and search, and seek, and investigate, and do that 
which occurs to you by way of solid proof and that which seems 
reasonable to you.”85

Radical Judaizers coming out of the Christian tradition faced a paral-
lel set of questions. They might have rejected the divinity of Christ and 
the traditional creeds of the Church. But did that leave any room in their 
religious lives for the person and teachings of Jesus? For many, it did, 
which necessarily required them to carve out their own spiritual space 
and not merely join the religious community of Jews.

84 Elijah Basyatchi, “From the Adderet Eliyahu,” in Nemoy, Karaite Anthology,  
pp. 238, 249–250.

85 Sahl ben Masliah, “Epistle to Jacob Ben Samuel,” in Nemoy, Karaite Anthology, 
pp. 111, 119. 
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Whatever dilemmas might have faced Karaites and anti-Trinitarian 
Judaizers, however, the challenge of constructing religious meaning is 
even more pronounced for those Jews and Christians who seek to find 
meaning and authority in the Bible in itself while simultaneously main-
taining and embracing the undiluted meaning and authority of later texts. 
Thus, for example, Rashbam and Ibn Ezra, both of whom championed 
exegetical plain meaning and meaning in context, famously disagreed 
about how to deal with talmudic halacha grounded in what might seem 
to be extravagant, midrashic biblical readings. Rashbam was perfectly 
willing to accept the Talmud’s legal ruling while standing by the peshat 
for purposes of exegesis. Ibn Ezra, however, abdicated to the rabbinic 
reading in such cases, assuming that the rabbis knew the peshat better 
than he did. Almost a millennium later, Christian scholars engaged in 
what they call Old Testament theology face a similar dilemma.86 How do 
the Old and New Testaments fit together, if not according to the older 
strategies of reading the latter into the former? Some Old Testament theo-
logians understand it to be their task to reconstruct what it might have 
meant to articulate a Bible-based theology before the birth of Jesus. They 
argue that this exercise is immensely valuable to all Christians, because 
it allows a focus on aspects of God—his fundamental unity, action in the 
world, and relation to humanity—that might otherwise be occluded if the 
Old Testament were simply read through the lens of the New.87 Other Old 
Testament theologians, however, strive still to connect the two testaments 
more directly, though not necessarily according to traditional hermeneu-
tics.88 Meanwhile, both sides to this debate must struggle with the place of 
critical scholarship in their interpretive project. Indeed, the uncertainties 
about the goals and methods of Old Testament theology are so profound 
that even many involved in the enterprise speak of it as being in “crisis.”

Yet the challenge of fitting the Hebrew Bible in itself back into the 
larger contexts of rabbinic Judaism or New Testament Christianity is, in 
fact, only the most obvious example of a dilemma that all efforts to seek 
meaning and authority in the Bible in itself encounter. For as I suggested 
at the start, there are some obvious reasons Judaism and Christianity sub-
merged the Hebrew Bible in a larger sea of meaning and authority in the 
first place. Moreover, those reasons are, as discussed at the end of part 4, 

86 See Gerhard F. Hasel, Old Testament Theology: Basic Issues in the Current Debate, 
4th ed. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eeardmans, 1991).

87 See Rolf P. Knierim, The Task of Old Testament Theology: Substance, Method, and 
Cases (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eeardmans, 1995).

88 See, for example, Brevard S. Childs, Biblical Theology of the Old and New 
Testaments: Theological Reflection on the Christian Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1993).
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only accentuated by the very themes I’ve identified as helping to explain 
the abiding lure of the Bible in itself.

Consider again that much of the drive to reclaim the Bible in itself 
has been based on a rationalism that has found orthodoxy’s efforts to 
read later texts back into the Tanach or Old Testament unconvincing. 
Yet the Bible to which that rationalism is applied, even if rational, is cer-
tainly not rationalistic. Consider that if the Hebrew Bible is an emphatic 
fount of thick national narratives and civic and political norms, it is also 
a text abounding in ethnic cleansing and death penalties, not to mention 
the ultimate cautionary tale of a national religious mission that failed 
on its own terms. Similarly, though the Hebrew Bible can be elevated as 
the common text for a universal spirituality, it is a text steeped in par-
ticularity. For that matter, even some of the Bible’s more unquestionably 
progressive content, such as the sabbatical forgiveness of loans or the 
jubilee realignment of property or the prohibition on interest, seems a 
tad too utopian. In short, though the Bible has what I called “an ancient, 
raw, even wild authenticity,” it can also be too ancient, too raw, too wild; 
maybe too authentic. If, as I have argued, acidic rationality can be a touch 
mad, and even if that can be part of its lure, most readers ultimately want 
to step back from that precipice.

Various strategies are available to navigate the paradoxes and tensions 
built into the quest to find meaning and authority in the Hebrew Bible in 
itself, and religious seekers have employed each of them, and combina-
tions of several. One strategy is to pick and choose. Among Christians, 
for example, some have looked to the Hebrew Bible’s covenantal political 
vision, others to its call for social justice, and others to its system of per-
sonal piety, all with very different results. Among Jews, some have looked 
to the peshat of law, others to the peshat of narrative; some have focused 
on the Torah, and others on the Prophets; some have found a charter for 
national identity, and others the seed of universal faith.

A particularly interesting trend among contemporary Jewish feminists, 
for example, has been to invoke the Bible’s appreciation of the ontological 
parity of men and women as an antidote to the rabbinic tradition’s treat-
ment of women as “other.” As the late Tikva Frymer-Kensky explained, 
“since the time of Hesiod, Western civilization has looked upon gender 
as an absolute distinction between men and women.” The Hebrew Bible, 
however, reflects both a primordial, pre-Hellenic sensibility and a fun-
damental theology “in which humans are the image and counterpart of 
God and there is only one God.”89 Thus, it “presents no characteristics of 

89 Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “The Ideology of Gender in the Bible and the Ancient Near 
East,” in Frymer-Kensky, Studies in Bible and Feminist Criticism, p. 193.
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human behavior as ‘female’ or ‘male,’ no division of attributes between 
the poles of ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine.’ ”90

At the same time, Frymer-Kensky conceded that this biblical ontol-
ogy “of gender unity is astonishing to us,” not only because it is “different 
from the cultural concepts that we have inherited but also it seems totally 
at odds with the socioeconomic system of ancient Israel, one in which 
life was structured along gender lines, with women effectively frozen 
out of all public bureaucracies.”91 Indeed, it is precisely the constraints 
imposed by that biblical socioeconomic system that lead Jewish feminists 
to emphasize, appreciate, and seek to extend the rabbis’ significantly more 
progressive attitudes to the actual legal status of women.92 This mixing 
and matching, so to speak, of biblical ontology and rabbinic jurispru-
dence (while rejecting both biblical jurisprudence and rabbinic ontology) 
might seem disingenuous or opportunistic, except that it clearly reflects a 
genuinely religious struggle for a dialectically informed new vision that 
integrates ontology, law, and the insights of contemporary life.

Another strategy for grasping, but also distancing, the import of the 
Bible in itself is to reach for general principles or general narrative themes 
that smooth over some of the rough edges. Another, as noted earlier, is 
to take the mystical route, unapologetically seeking hidden understand-
ings beneath the surface text. Another is to read the Hebrew Bible along 
with other texts of the religious corpus, not in the subordinated sense 
required by rabbinic or patristic tradition, but still not as fully or solely 
controlling.

Yet another strategy, which is particularly easy to criticize but almost 
inevitable, is to replace the old box that has encased the Hebrew Bible with 
a new one—to begin yet again the process of filtering the meaning and 
significance of the ancient text through the norms and narratives of con-
temporary experience. Consider, for example, how some classical Zionist 
intellectuals and poets transformed the Bible, in a process Uriel Simon 
has described as “derash claiming to be peshat,” from a text about God 
to one about secular nationhood.93 Or consider the more contemporary  
versions of Dutch Reformed theology inspired most directly by Abraham 
Kuyper, which have articulated a notion of “sphere sovereignty” that—
while rejecting many assumptions of modern liberalism—seeks to 

90 Ibid., p. 185.
91 Ibid., p. 188.
92 See Judith Hauptman, Rereading the Rabbis: A Woman’s Voice (Boulder, Colo.: 

Westview Press, 1998).
93 Uriel Simon, “The Place of the Bible in Israeli Society: From National Midrash to 

Existential Peshat,” Modern Judaism 19:3 (1999), pp. 217–239.
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articulate a coherent religious account of governance and individual 
rights in free, democratic, and religiously and politically pluralistic  
societies.94

Implicit in all these strategies is a central insight. It is possible to read 
and even reclaim the Bible in itself but also to constitute it as one layer 
in a complex, even fragmented constellation of meaning. More than that, 
it is possible to find significance and meaning in the points of tension 
themselves. Indeed, it seems to me, at the end of the day, that this pos-
sibility of layering or juxtaposing or bracketing biblical meaning is not 
only a strategy for confronting the Bible in itself, it is itself one of the 
perennial attractions (alongside or transcending all the others) of that 
confrontation. The Hebrew Bible is the shared canonical text of Judaism 
and Christianity. It might even be the central common text of Western 
civilization. It is raw and authentic. Yet it is also, for those very reasons, a 
powerfully open text—authoritative but not authoritative, always relevant 
but profoundly anachronistic, all-encompassing but necessarily partial.

For the Hebrew Bible, as for any other text, pure reading is actu-
ally impossible, efforts at restoration or rediscovery are as much about 
the present and the future as they are about the past, and judgments 
about authenticity are often post hoc constructions. But these are the 
least interesting parts of the argument I am pursuing here. The more 
significant point is this: the Hebrew Bible occupies a very special place 
in our shared religious culture. It is powerfully authoritative and reso-
nant. Yet the same mainstream traditions that have affirmed its authority 
and centrality (even amid opposition) have also undermined that 
authority. Invoking the Hebrew Bible in itself is therefore distinct from  
invoking other texts in a very special way, in that it can be both pious and 
rebellious. And because both the meaning and authority of the Hebrew 
Bible are so fraught, those of us who are neither absolute Karaites nor  
absolute Judaizers can call on the Bible’s meaning and invoke its spiri-
tual resonance while remaining contradictory, ambiguous, ambivalent, or 
just silent about how authoritative that meaning and authority actually 

94 See, e.g., Luis E. Lugo, ed., Religion, Pluralism, and Public Life: Abraham Kuyper’s 
Legacy for the Twenty-First Century (Grand Rapids, Mich., and Cambridge: W.B. 
Eeardmans, 2000). It actually seems to me that this sort of account, along with others 
drawn from different strands of contemporary theology, constitutes—perhaps ironi-
cally—the best way to rediscover distinctively religious justifications for, and accounts 
of, the American experiment in separation of church and state in an age when the 
original radical Baptist formulations of Roger Williams and his allies and successors 
have lost some of their religious salience. See Perry Dane, “Separation Anxiety,” Journal 
of Law and Religion 22 (2007), pp. 545, 571–578. See also Paul Horwitz, “Churches as 
First Amendment Institutions: Of Sovereignty and Spheres,” Harvard Civil Rights–Civil 
Liberties Law Review 44 (2009), pp. 79, 110, 128–129.
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is. And it is this possibility that frees the Hebrew Bible to be part of any 
number of multi-layered, dialectical, and stereoscopic religious visions. 
Indeed, even for absolute Karaites and absolute Judaizers, if such persons 
exist, the meaning and authority of the Hebrew Bible in itself is compli-
catedly intermeshed with their own self-constructed identity as sectarians 
in the service of restored truths and purified disciplines.

Does this story of the persistent lure of the Hebrew Bible in itself hold 
any implications for the broader hermeneutical landscape? I hesitate to 
claim it does, particularly after having emphasized the Hebrew Bible’s 
uniqueness as a religious text. But I can’t avoid wondering whether at 
least a few of the same motivations, dynamics, tensions, and consequences 
present in the search for the “original” Bible might also be present in 
other forms of originalism, whether in constitutional law, music perfor-
mance, or elsewhere. More generally, it seems to me that the sort of rich, 
stereoscopic, multilayered form of reading that can appear when differ-
ent modes of interpretation, grounded in different goals and assumptions, 
coexist in one reader or community of readers is a phenomenon that 
needs to be explored in more detail. But that is a task for another day.

VI.

Interest in the Hebrew Bible has not waned. And as befits the Hebrew 
Bible’s status as a common text of Western civilization, that interest is not 
limited to religious readers or academic Bible scholars. I happen to have 
on my shelves several works by philosophers, legal scholars, and others 
that attempt, often brilliantly and incisively, to give an account of the 
deep ideas and patterns of argument present in the biblical text, and to 
draw a measure of secular meaning and authority from that text. These 
works include:

Michael Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution,95 a philosophical consid-
eration of bondage, liberation, covenant, and messianism through the 
lens of the Exodus story, with an emphasis on its revolutionary and 
political implications. Walzer promises to read the words of the Bible 
“straightforwardly.”96 He references a wide range of understandings—early 
and late, Jewish and Christian, orthodox and heterodox—but asks of each 
whether it can “make the words more intelligible, more luminous for us.”97

95 Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1985).
96 Ibid., p. 8.
97 Ibid., p. 9.
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Thomas Pangle’s Political Philosophy and the God of Abraham,98 an 
account of the first part of the book of Genesis. Pangle’s book is a work 
of both political philosophy and political theology that seeks—in the 
spirit of a method of close reading previously applied by the author and 
others of his “Straussian” school to Plato, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and the 
like—to “show how the meaning of the Bible and of the way of life that 
it demands, and, by way of contrast, the meaning of political philosophy 
(and of the way of life that it demands), can be mutually illuminated.”99

Paul Kahn’s Out of Eden,100 another reading (though more thematic 
than closely textual) of Genesis, reaching out from that text to a wide 
variety of other sources in order to grapple with the problem of evil.

These works, in different ways and to varying degrees, represent a sort 
of contemporary secular witness to the continuing lure of the Hebrew 
Bible in itself, though each is quite willing (in the spirit, perhaps, of more 
subtle religious seekers) to make use of traditional commentators, and 
less traditional ones, to the extent that they illuminate the basic project. 
The latest bout of secular philosophical interest in the Hebrew Bible, of 
which these books are evidence, raises new and distinctive issues. But 
they also exhibit some of the same patterns and prompt some of the same 
questions as the more specifically religious works and movements that 
have been the focus of this article.

Rather than try to do justice to these and similar efforts in the space 
of this article, though, which would take it way off course and would be 
impossible in any event, I want to end by very briefly highlighting a less 
impressive, but for my purposes almost uncannily evocative, book by the 
journalist David Plotz.

Plotz’s book is titled Good Book: The Bizarre, Hilarious, Disturbing, 
Marvelous, and Inspiring Things I Learned When I Read Every Single Word 
of the Bible,101 and it delivers exactly what it promises: a set of observations, 
originally published as blog entries, on the text of the Hebrew Bible from 
beginning to end, from Genesis to Ezra and Nehemiah. Compared to efforts 
such as Walzer’s, Pangle’s, or Kahn’s, Plotz’s commentary is intellectually 
light and theologically unsophisticated. It is also determinedly subjective, 

98 Thomas L. Pangle, Political Philosophy and the God of Abraham (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2003).

99 Ibid., p. 1.
100 Paul W. Kahn, Out of Eden: Adam and Eve and the Problem of Evil (Princeton 

and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2007).
101 David Plotz, Good Book: The Bizarre, Hilarious, Disturbing, Marvelous, and 

Inspiring Things I Learned When I Read Every Single Word of the Bible (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2009).
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almost a caricature of the lure of the Hebrew Bible in itself. Plotz begins his 
project as a “proud Jew, but never a very observant one.”102 He knows that 
“Judaism and Christianity aren’t just the Bible. Judaism is built on thousands 
of years of commentary, interpretation, and law.”103 But he chooses to ignore 
those traditions, not to mention modern critical-historical perspectives, and 
just read the Bible “fresh,” to “find out what happens when an ignorant per-
son actually reads the words on which his religion is based.”104

The result is not surprising:

After reading about the genocides, the plagues, the murders, the mass 
enslavements, the ruthless vengeance for minor sins (or no sin at 
all), and all that smiting—every bit of it directly performed, autho-
rized, or approved by God—I can only conclude that the God of the 
Hebrew Bible, if he existed, was awful, cruel, and capricious. He gives 
us moments of beauty—sublime beauty and grace!—but taken as a 
whole, He is no God I want to obey, and no God I can love…. 

I came to the Bible hoping to be inspired and awed. I have been, 
sometimes. But mostly I’ve ended up in a yearlong argument with 
my Boss. This argument has weakened my faith, and turned me 
against my God. Yet the argument itself represents a kind of belief, 
because it commits me to engaging with God.105

In one sense, Plotz’s conclusions, and his method, are just silly, 
grounded in a fundamental misunderstanding of (historic, non-Karaite) 
Judaism. Plotz complains:

I don’t have the luxury that Christians do of writing off all the 
evil parts of the Old Testament. They’ve got Christ and the New 
Testament to fall back on. Jews have no such liberty. We have only 
one book. We’re stuck with it.106

Yet when Plotz’s rabbi responds to his complaints by quoting rabbinic 
commentary, Plotz is dismissive. A “major purpose of… the Talmud and 
the Midrash,” he writes, is merely “to take the repellent stories of the 
Bible and make moral sense of them.” He wants to argue “with the Bible 
as it actually is, not as we want it to be.”107

102 Ibid., p. 1.
103 Ibid., p. 4.
104 Ibid.
105 Ibid., pp. 302–303.
106 Ibid., p. 304.
107 Ibid.
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Of course, the point he misses is that the Talmud and Midrash, and 
the entire tradition of Oral Torah, are, as David Novak reminds us, very 
much parallel to the Christian New Testament. Christians, in fact, have 
no more “luxury… of writing off all the evil parts of the Old Testament” 
than Jews do, and Jews are no more stuck with “only one book” than 
Christians are. The two faiths are, in this respect, identical.

But there might also be a deeper, more resonant, less absurd and 
ignorant theme in Plotz’s effort. Plotz reads the Hebrew Bible—without 
the benefit of either traditional religious commentary or modern bibli-
cal scholarship—in a way I suspect he would never read Shakespeare, or 
Plato, or even another work of Scripture, such as the New Testament or 
the Koran. He does so because he feels a proprietary connection to the 
Hebrew Bible—it is his book. Yet reading the Hebrew Bible subjectively, 
and “fresh,” allows it to be for him, as it has been for other seekers after the 
Bible in itself over the centuries, simultaneously and multidimensionally 
both authoritative and not authoritative. It engages him at what he admits 
is the core of his identity, yet he gives himself the freedom to rage against 
it as well. He allows a rationalistic method to yield a wild result, and he 
takes full advantage of that dialectical dichotomy. Plotz’s book is only an 
extreme example of a mode of reading, manifest in divrei Torah and ser-
mons heard in more than a few synagogues and churches every weekend, 
that takes for granted this age’s peculiar brand of post-Enlightenment  
rationalism. More to the point, Plotz stands squarely in an even longer 
line of seekers—rationalists and mystics, rebels and reformers, Christians 
and Jews and those harder to pin down—whose complicated efforts have 
been the subject of this article. And his obliviousness to that fact is itself 
part of the very serious game in which he is engaged.

I have throughout this article treated the search for the Hebrew Bible 
in itself as a persistent, recurring, fascinating, but also marginal phe-
nomenon. But it also represents the larger truth that the Hebrew Bible is 
much too powerful a text ever to be encased or encrusted with complete 
success. The Hebrew Bible—and in particular the Hebrew Bible in itself—
will, I suspect, forever be a collection of books that binds us and liberates 
us, shocks us but also speaks to us in its ancient and untempered voice.
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