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Life as a Book

By Dr. Erica Brown
“A text, like a human being, is true to itself only when it is more than itself.”

David Weiss Halivni


What does it mean for a text to be more than itself? For Jews with a two thousand year old history of commentary, this is not a difficult question to answer. Texts become more than black words on white paper when they leap off the page and into our consciousness. We wrestle with them and argue about their meaning; we are moved and touched by them and perhaps even live our lives by them. Thus, text becomes true for us when it makes the consequential leap from its two dimensional flatness to three dimensional living. 

Many people new to text study marvel at how words they may have seen many times suddenly acquire animation. Sitting in a class on Shakespeare, they finally understand what “To be or not to be” means with all of its existential weight. They are awed by the bard and how finding just the right words can make all of the difference. It can change a life of ordinariness to one of poetry. With this textual encounter, a new layer of intellectual maturity develops in the reader. The reader slows down for the next sentence so that it, too, can yield its treasure.

Those new to Jewish study – a discipline practiced simply for the sake of learning itself – often have a similar reaction. A verse in Genesis – part of a book that so many have dismissed - suddenly becomes meaningful and relevant. A prayer written in the medieval period read thoughtfully moves one to tears. A passage from the Talmud seems to capture exactly what we mean or feel even though before we read it we had no words to articulate what we were thinking. And then we understand what Halivni means; a text acquires truth when it transcends itself. In his words,
One does not have to be especially creative or particularly imaginative to understand a text when one has read one. Such intellectual activity does not complement reality. It merely focuses on it. But one cannot understand the full significance of a text without transcending it, without reaching into its evolutionary past… It is endowed with a richness, a mellowness, a depth that enhances its credibility.

Halivni should know. Professor Halivni was born in Romania in 1927 and was a professor of Talmud and Jewish studies at the Jewish Theological Seminary where he pioneered innovative methods in Talmud study. In addition to his many scholarly works, he tells his Holocaust memoirs in an extraordinary read, The Book and the Sword, which provided our quotes.

Professor Halivni describes the relief he found in learning during his troubled childhood. In the camps, he studied in secret and describes the text as “his connection with home.” In many ways, hiserudition saved him because fellow inmates were anxious to secure his survival so that he and his scholarship might live. He was such a child prodigy that before the war, a famous Hasidic rabbi visiting the area met him and tested his Talmudic knowledge. The rabbi was so impressed that he told his family that one day, he should like to marry David off to his granddaughter Tzipora. The war interrupted Halivni’s scholarly development but in 1949, as a student in Brooklyn College, he actually met Tzipora and in 1953, they were married. Again, his scholarship gave him new life.

Halivni’s gift in this quote is not only to make the study of text come alive; it is his profound comparison of the book to the human. Just as books only come to life when they become more than what they seem, so too, do we as people, grow into our truths when we transcend ourselves. Texts and their commentaries and all the history that goes into each line mirrors the richness of the human spirit that only becomes itself by going beyond itself.

Shabbat Shalom 
