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 This morning I am delighted to be with you to speak about How Jews Interpret Sacred 

Texts.   Let me begin by sharing with you a true story about a rabbi and a sermon he gave that 

sparked a firestorm. 

 Rabbi David Wolpe is one of the most prominent rabbis in America.  He is a noted author 

who serves Sinai Temple, a Conservative congregation in Los Angeles.    

 Nineteen years ago, he spoke during a worship service on the morning of Passover.  

Passover, as you surely know, is one of the most important holy days in Judaism.  It is a festival 

that tells of the enslavement of the Israelites at the hands of the Egyptians and how God freed us 

from the House of Bondage by miracles and wonders.   Passover is hands down the most beloved 

Jewish holiday of the year, an occasion for families and friends to celebrate with food, song, and 

a ritual retelling of the exodus during a Passover Seder. 

 So what did Rabbi Wolpe say to his congregation on Passover morning that was so 

controversial?  The essence of his message was this:  that there is no scientific proof that the 

exodus ever happened.  He noted how nothing in Egyptian history testifies to the existence of 

Israelite slaves.  There is no record of ten plagues striking the Egyptians.  There is no 

archaeological evidence that hundreds of thousands of Israelites were freed from bondage at the 

stroke of midnight.  The waters of the Sea of Reeds never parted. 

 In his sermon Rabbi Wolpe went on to say that despite the absence of any evidence of the 

exodus, there were still important moral lessons to be gained by its telling.  How God is a force 

for human liberation, acting on behalf of the oppressed and never on the side of those who 

enslave others.  How the Israelites persevered in their faith despite their cruel treatment.  

Passover further teaches the Jewish people a central lesson:  because we were once strangers in a 

strange land, we know what it means to be vulnerable.  The Torah instructs us time and again 

that we must know the heart of a stranger and protect immigrants and minorities and all who are 

at risk in society.   

 But for all of Rabbi Wolpe’s effort to speak about the spiritual lessons of Passover, that 

part of his sermon was completely overshadowed.  Jewish newspapers both in the United States 

and in Israel blasted this headline:  “Leading American Rabbi denies the Exodus from Egypt.”   

 A significant proportion of his criticism came from Orthodox Jews.  From an Orthodox 

Jewish perspective, the entire 5 books of Moses:  Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and 

Deuteronomy are the revealed word of God; given by God to Moses in the Sinai Desert.  It is a 

literal transcription of God’s words.  To claim any part of the Torah is fiction is heresy.  For if 

you question the validity of one verse, one chapter, one portion of the Torah then every part of 

Torah is open for debate – and for an Orthodox Jew, this is an intolerable breach. 

 On one level, the blowback against Rabbi Wolpe was predictable.  Orthodox Jews are 

always going to defend Torah as God’s revelation.  However, what’s striking is that opposition 

to Rabbi Wolpe came not only from the Orthodox camp, but from members of his own 
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congregation.  Temple Sinai is a Conservative Jewish synagogue that tries to strike a balance 

between tradition and modernity.  Scientific proof from the disciplines of archaeology, 

linguistics, and history are all accepted modes of thought within Conservative Judaism, as well 

as the branch I represent:  Reform Judaism.  It has long been held within our respective 

denominations that the Torah was not given all at once by God to Moses at Mt. Sinai.  We accept 

the hypothesis of Biblical criticism, that the Torah was a collection of oral stories that were 

passed down through centuries.  After the destruction of the first Temple in 586 Before the 

Common Era, when Jews were exiled to Babylonia, the leading sages of our people determined 

that writing down these traditions would preserve our core values and traditions during 

dispersion. 

 From a scholarly point of view nothing Rabbi Wolpe said was controversial.  But many 

members of his congregation upon hearing his Passover morning sermon were very upset.    I can 

imagine them saying, “Hey rabbi, I just had a wonderful time at my Seder last night.  I loved 

being with my family and friends and retelling the story.  I loved all the rituals and songs we 

shared. And I gotta’ tell you, when my 5 year old granddaughter recited the 4 Questions, I had 

tears of joy listening to her.  And you’re telling me that the exodus never happened?  That it’s 

just a bubbe maise, an old wives’ tale that’s not really true.  How dare you!” 

 So if you were to ask me, Was Rabbi Wolpe right for telling his congregants that the 

exodus never happened?  Or was his congregation right for being upset with him? 

 Let me respond in good Jewish fashion:  they were both right!  On the one hand,   Rabbi 

Wolpe has every right to freedom of the pulpit.   It is his responsibility to offer to his synagogue 

his best insights into Judaism; to instruct and offer spiritual guidance to his congregants.  

Furthermore, it takes courage to speak one’s truth even if it proves unsettling to those who hear 

it. 

 On the other hand, I can understand why members of his congregation were upset.  

Presumably many came to synagogue that Passover morning wishing to hear a sermon that 

would elucidate the moral lessons of Passover – not to hear a sermon that questioned a central 

tenet of faith.   I am sympathetic to those who were disturbed and provoked by the rabbi’s 

declaration.    

 So, you might ask, does one have to take a side in this controversy between Rabbi Wolpe 

who advanced a scientific view of a passage of Torah and those who want to believe that 

everything in the Five Books of Moses is literally true? 

 The answer, to me, is you can do both.  It may seem completely contradictory to declare 

that the Torah is a historical document written by human beings, while at the same time 

proclaiming as Jews do during a worship service:  V’zot HaTorah Asher Sam Moshe Lifnei B’nei 

Yisrael Al Pi Adonai B’yad Moshe.  And this is the Torah which God gave to Moses before all of 

Israel.   

 In Judaism, faith and reason are not contradictory.  They are not at war with one another.  

Science and religion each are essential for human existence.   Science tells us how the world 

works.  It establishes facts that are evidence of what is demonstrable and replicable.  The 

opposite of a scientific fact cannot be another fact. 

 But religion’s purpose is not to tell us how the world works.   Scripture is not meant to be 

read as a scientific manual.   Religion’s essence is to address the central questions of human 
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existence.  Why are we on Earth?  In what way is God instructing us how to live?   How should 

human beings relate to one another?  What are the standards of justice and truth that must exist 

for societies to flourish?   

 When Jews come together to pray, we engage in a collective act of faith.  We offer 

prayers of which some date back thousands of years.  For many, these are prayers that were first 

learned when we were youngsters.  We sing melodies that uplift and inspire our souls.  And 

when we read from Torah, we take the scroll from the ark in which it is kept and as the Torah is 

processed through the congregation we respond with reverence and love.   

 All Jews, regardless of denomination, turn to Torah for spiritual guidance.  “We cherish 

the truths revealed in Torah, of God’s ongoing revelation to our people and the record of our 

people’s ongoing relationship with God” (A Statement of Reform Principles, 1999).  We turn to Torah to learn 

from its wisdom, to be taught by its counsel, and to take our place in an unbroken chain of 

Jewish tradition that spans millennia. 

 At the same time, we are called upon to wrestle with Torah.  In Judaism, study and 

probing the words of Torah is not a negation of faith but an affirmation of the human capacity to 

reason.  I believe that in probing scripture to uncover its meaning we are fulfilling a religious 

imperative to bring our full selves to our encounter with the divine.   

 Faith and Reason are both essential to the Jewish experience.  That’s not to say that both 

Affirmation and Doubt should simultaneously exist at every moment.   As Ecclesiastes states, 

there is a time and a season for every purpose under heaven. 

 When Jews are engaged in worship, it is a time primarily devoted to affirmations of faith.  

At every service we proclaim these words from Torah; specifically from Deuteronomy chapter 6:    

Shema Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Echad – Hear O Israel, Adonai is Our God, Adonai is 

One.  

 And in addition to our faith affirmations during worship, during times of study we are 

commanded to bring to bear our full intellect. 

 For the past 13 years since I became the rabbi of Temple Beth Torah, I have led a Torah 

Study class.  We meet on Sunday mornings – and some of the participants from the class are 

here.  They can attest that in our study of Torah, no question is out of line.  No query is 

forbidden.  No academic hypothesis is dismissed. 

 The same methodology applies to other texts in Judaism.  The entirety of the Hebrew 

Bible, including the Prophets and the Writings, are open to inquiry.   Legal commentaries such as 

the Talmud are a rich repository of wisdom reflecting rabbinic discourse that took place in 

Palestine and in Babylonia over hundreds of years.  So too other sacred texts be they rabbinic 

commentaries, legal opinions, or Jewish mystical writings deepen our understanding of what it 

means to be a Jew.   

 The act of questioning, challenging, and arguing with sacred texts is central to Judaism.  I 

believe it is the reason why we have survived for four thousand years because we are 

commanded to engage in Torah; not to tell tales of ancient lore but to uncover ever new meaning 

in our sacred writings.   The study of Torah and our worship with the Torah renews our Jewish 

souls.  It is our Tree of Life.   As it states in Proverbs, “Its ways are ways of pleasantness and all 

of the Torah’s paths lead to peace.” 
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 This morning I’ve tried to portray how Jews interpret scripture. 

 Let me conclude with this teaching.  This teaching is sacred to my faith and I am 

confident it is for Christians as well.  In the story of Creation, on the sixth day, God creates 

human beings in God’s own image.  From this we learn that all people are equal in God’s eyes.  

Each individual is infinitely precious, for implanted within each one of us is a divine spark.   

 On this morning when we worship together as a congregation, let one divine spark touch 

another, illuminating our souls and brightening our spirits.  Let us join together as people of God 

to bring light and hope into a world that longs for our message of peace.   

Amen. 


