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Abstract

Nehama Leibowitz is renowned as a great teacher, but her publications were not acknowledged
as an exegesis for some reasons. Her publications of "Studies in the Weekly Torah Portion"
("lyunim ba-mikra™) are considered by some scholars as "peshat” commentary and have been
somewhat academically researched. However, until today, no comprehensive, methodological,
and systemic research has been done in order to define the characteristics of these exegesis.
The purpose of this study is to compare Rashbam's Torah Commentary to Leibowitz'
Commentary in order to set the ground for a comprehensive academic analysis of Leibowitz'
Commentary methodology. This comparison comprises two components: First is the influence
of the historical environment, each commentator in his era, on their Bible commentary. The
second is the application of Rashbam's three "peshat” commentary principles: "Derech Erets,"”
"Hohmat Bney Adam": logical and reasonable explanations, and "Perush Hapasuk':
Interpretation according to the context's meaning.

The research findings about the historical-cultural influence on both Commentators concluded
that both wrote their commentaries during Renaissance periods, Rashbam in the 12th century
and Leibowitz in the 20th century. These periods were characterized by cultural openness and
intellectual freedom, which led, among other things, to spiritual and cultural flourishing. These
periodical characteristics allowed the two commentators to write a contemporary and creative
"peshat” Commentary based on old and new knowledge incorporated, yet, this was done
carefully without breaking the boundaries of the two Commentators' beliefs and faith.
Furthermore, it was also found that both Rashbam and Leibowitz wrote their commentaries in
a way that responded to various factors in their surroundings, within and outside of their
community. In addition, it was found that the characteristics of the "peshat” Commentary
helped the two commentators to face various environmental challenges.

Examining the application of Rashbam's "peshat” principles, it was found that the two
commentators applied Rashbam's principles similarly. In the "Derech Eretz" principle, it was
found that the two commentators pointed to social customs and norms, including scientific
rules, as a source for biblical occurrences and behaviors they interpreted. A difference between
the two commentator's perceptions of "Derech Eretz" was found in how each commentator used
human beings' characteristics as an interpretation tool: Rashbam offered explanations
emphasizing human physiological characteristics. Leibowitz, too, offered explanations that
originated in physiological characteristics, to which she added mental and psychological
characteristics. This difference can be attributed to the development of scientific knowledge in

the psychological field during Leibowitz's lifetime.



A similarity between the two commentators had also been found in applying the interpretive
principle "Hohmat Bney Adam": logical and reasonable explanations. Rashbam and Leibowitz
examined the biblical occurrences they interpreted through the lens of plausibility check and
accepted or rejected another interpretation accordingly. Both brought various support to
establish a logical interpretation and made logically based interpretive assumptions in order to
fill in the missing information. An interpretation perceived by Rashbam or Leibowitz as
illogical was negatively criticized by both.

The last principle, "Perush Hapasuk™: Interpretation according to the context meaning, was
similarly applied by both commentators in their commentaries. Both interpreted verses in their
context in a way that observed them as part of a paragraph, chapter, or story. The two
commentators accepted or rejected an interpretation according to its suitability to the context,
and both also identified different literary means from an observation of the verse in its context.
From the comparison between Rashbam's interpretation and Leibowitz's, it was found that
Leibowitz's interpretation has characteristics of "peshat” commentary driven to find the true
meaning of the Torah, using context, logic and reason as leading interpretive principles.
Additional interpretive principles used by Leibowitz in her interpretation are based on
humanities, natural or social sciences, previous interpretation, scientific, academic studies,

philosophy, linguistics, grammar, and internal biblical interpretation.
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