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Who Wrote the Torah?   

Delivered by Rabbi Noah Arnow on May 4, 2013 

 

 In anticipation of Shavuot, the holiday that celebrates the giving of the Torah, 

leading up to Shavuot, our sermon topic, last week, this week and next week is “Who wrote 

the Torah?”   

When I was about eighteen or nineteen, I picked up this book, which I found lying 

around the house.  It’s called Who Wrote the Bible? (says something about the kind of house 

I grew up in), and it summarizes scholarship on this question over the past centuries in a 

very readable and accessible way.   

 The short answer to who wrote the Torah is “people,” and it’s important to 

understand why scholars of the Bible think this.  Over the centuries, a few scholars chipped 

away at the idea that Moses wrote the whole Torah, although this work not accepted and 

was reviled and burned.  They pointed out things like: 

 Moses being talked about in the third person 

 Things Moses was unlikely to have said himself (“humblest man on earth”) 

 Report of Moses’ death 

 Use of the expression “to this day” about things after Moses 

 References to places called by names they acquired after Moses’ lifetime 

 Lists of things (like foreign kings) after Moses’ lifetime 

 The many contradictions in the Torah, about laws, events, names 

Later scholars noticed that many stories in the Torah are repeated twice, like:  

 Two versions of the creation of the world 

 Two versions of Abraham’s covenant with God 

 Two stories of the naming of Isaac 

 Two stories where Sarah poses to a foreign king as Abraham’s sister, not his wife 

 Two stories of God changing Jacob’s name to Israel 

 Two stories of Moses getting water from a rock at a placed called Merivah.   

This is just a partial list.  And they noticed something else, too—in one version of each of 

the stories, God is called Adonai—yud hey vav hey.  In the other, God is called Elohim, 

another name for God.   

 They called the Adonai version J, for Jahweh, in German.  Elohim was called E.  And 

they also realized that there were at least three more hands at work.  One was called P, for 

Priestly, which is responsible for a lot of the priestly agenda, including much of Leviticus.  

There was D, for Deuteronomist, because they realized that the book of Deuteronomy is a 

later reinterpretation of much of the Torah.  And they also suggested there was an R, a 

redactor, someone who edited the whole thing together.   

 In this book, the author goes into much more detail about all of this, and suggests 

answers for what person or groups of people where and when might have been responsible 
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for each of these sections of the Torah.  And there are many other books about this too—I 

can give you a reading list!   

But now comes the hard part.  People, and not God, writing the Torah, raises so 

many questions.   

 Why is the Torah holy if God did not write it?  

 Where is God in the Torah? 

 Why should we follow the Torah if people wrote it?  

 Why should we kiss the Torah? 

 Why did people write it in the first place?   

Rabbi Krupnick last week answered the question in a beautiful and compelling way of why 

we should follow the Torah if it’s not “true.”  He said, “The Torah is not TRUE because it is 

factually accurate; it is TRUE and HOLY because of what it has inspired countless 

generations of Jews to do.”  And I’ll add, because of what it has inspired each of us here 

today to do.  The Torah inspires us to live lives of meaning, to help others, to be God’s 

hands in the world.   

 But where is God in the Torah?  What’s the relationship between God and the Torah, 

if Moses did not write the Torah as dictated by God?   

I was discussing these issues with my outstanding class of ninth graders last night 

and I want to share some of their thoughts.   

 Brooke Godorov called the Torah “a primary source document.”  It reports from the 

times when people had experiences of or encounters with God.   Primary source documents 

are not always completely reliable, but they convey the impressions of those who 

experienced something.  This is along the lines of how Abraham Joshua Heschel, the great 

20th century Jewish theologian, describes the Torah—he says the Torah is a midrash on 

revelation—an elaboration, an explanation, because the actual act of revelation itself was 

simply people being in God’s presence.  The Torah is thus a reaction or response to this act 

of God revealing not the Torah, but God’s self.   

 Rachel Ackerman suggested that “the Torah is the journal of our people looking for 

God, and of what they want God to say.”  It’s their attempt to put this search, and these 

hopes and aspirations into words.  I want to elaborate on this a little more.   

 There are two interrelated existential questions we have been asking for thousands 

of years.  Who or what created the world, or what’s out there, or is there any reality beyond 

the one we experience—this is the first question.  It’s a question because we have these 

fleeting instances of sensing something larger than ourselves, and our search and yearning 

is for more of these moments, for more knowledge about the universe.  And the second 

question is how should we live our lives, and how (if at all) do our lives matter, because we 

seek and need direction for our lives.   
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The Torah answers both of these questions in a number of ways, through stories 

about creation, families, and community, and stories about the purpose and destiny of a 

people, and through laws about how to live.   

The Torah is our ancestors’ response to these moments, to this yearning.  And as my 

student Hannah Manders put it, “The Torah is still holy because we can connect to the 

people who had that same search.”   

 I want to acknowledge that any rabbi giving this sermon for most of Jewish history 

would have lost his job (and in the period we are talking about, there were only male 

rabbis).  Speaking honestly about who wrote the Torah has the potential to destroy Jewish 

faith.  That’s why this scholarship was not taught for decades at the Jewish Theological 

Seminary, where Rabbi Krupnick, Hazzan Pomerantz-Boro and I all studied.  But I think in 

all but the most ultra-Orthodox communities, the pendulum has swung the other way.  This 

scholarship is out there, and it’s not being refuted.  So we as rabbis, and as a community, 

have a responsibility to acknowledge what’s been proven, to be intellectually honest.  We 

may not have the naïve faith of our ancestors.  But we can have our own mature faith and 

understanding of why we are Jews.   

 These are big questions, and I know the answers may be troubling to some of you.  

Whether this was enlightening, troubling, inspiring or confusing, I invite your thoughts and 

responses.  I love these conversations, and treasure them, and that’s what Rabbi Krupnick, 

Hazzan Pomerantz-Boro and I are here for.   

 These sermons are just one part of the conversation that’s been going on for 

thousands of years, as we try to understand the Torah, God, ourselves, and the universe.  

May the conversation continue, during Kiddush, in classes and over coffee, in our homes, in 

our heads, and in our hearts, and for many generations.   

 


