The Concept of Exegete, his Role, Guidelines and Aims in Biblical Interpretation According to Yefet ben ʻEli, the Karaite

1. Introduction

In the most general terms, the purpose of Bible exegesis is to establish and explain the meaning of divine revelation as preserved in the Holy Writ. This overriding purpose, however, can be achieved in various disparate ways, to a large extent depending on how the given exegete perceives Scripture, what methods does he apply, as well as how he defines his own role and what provisional goals he assigns to himself in the process of interpretation.

In this article the introductions to the commentaries on the Five Books of Moses by Yefet ben ʻEli (X-XI C.E.) will serve as a point of departure for reconstructing the exegete's self conception as the commentator of Scripture, in terms of how he perceived his role as the Bible interpreter, what goals or tasks did he assign to himself and what means did he use in his exegetical undertaking.

2. Rational inquiry as divine commandment

The midrashic exegetes confronted Scripture through the medium of Oral Law equated by the Rabbis with the Written one. As opposed to them, the early Karaites regained direct access to the Bible, conceived by them as the sole repository of divine will (sola scriptura). This “anarchistic” rejection of both religious authority of the Rabbis and biding legacy of represented by them prophetic tradition, required from the Karaite commentators of the time to propose an alternative solid base on which to erect a new exegetical edifice. In accordance with the Zeit-Geist of the time, they acknowledged the uncontested primacy of rational investigation as a fundamental premise underlying any exegetical activity, and recognized human reason as a sufficient “replacement” for the “oral supplement”,
 in the Rabbinic tradition believed to be indispensable for proper understanding of the Written Torah.
 This paramount role accorded to reason in the process of interpreting Scripture is attested by the fact that it is the first divine commandment quoted by Yefet in his commentary on the Pentateuch and at the same time the unique one cited in his introduction to the commentary on Genesis. Yefet expounds:

[Some people] are ignoramuses and do not inquire in the best possible way, for [if they did so], they would believe in what is required by rational speculation. [After all] that is what commended us our Master Moses, may peace be upon him, to investigate attentively the knowledge of Creator, exalted and magnified, by means of reason, when he said know this day, and consider it in thy heart, that the LORD, He is God in heaven above and upon the earth beneath; there is none else (Deut 4:39).
 [Thereby] he assigned to us to know Him by means of reason, and therefore He established for us in His Book no conclusive evidences for the knowledge of Creator, Magnified and Sublime.

3. Bible study as religious duty

While polemicizing against the Karaites Judah Halevi stated “that there is no road to the knowledge of the commands of God except by the way of prophecy [i.e. prophetical tradition as deposited in the Oral Law and represented by the Rabbinic authority], but not by means of speculation and reasoning.”

By interpreting the above quoted verse from the Book of Deuteronomy as imposing upon the believer the duty of rational investigation of Scripture and acquisition of knowledge of God, Yefet elevated these activities to the heights of divine commandment and, apparently, a prerequisite for God's worship.
 This commandment, moreover, was, in his view, binding for every believer (“that is what commended us our Master Moses,” “he assigned to us”). In line with such thinking, to be an exegete becomes a religious imperative of every Karaite. Similar conviction brought about the development of idiosyncratic Karaite egalitarian ethos of study according to which the responsibility of investigating and interpreting the Bible does not lie with the “trustworthy authority”
 of the Rabbis any more, but concerns every believer, who is not only allowed, but even obligated to study Scripture. Yefet must have particularly cherished this ethos, and he probably took an active part, if not in its creation, then at least in its popularization among the Karaites, since it is in his commentary on the Minor Prophets that we find the first mention of the famous saying attributed to the alleged forefather of the Karaite movement, ʻAnan ben David, wherein he exhorts the believers to “search Scripture diligently, without relying upon his opinion.”

4. Pedagogical purpose of cumulative exegesis

Not relaying on ʻAnan's or other people's opinions, however, by no means signifies ignoring them. On the contrary, according to Yefet, exegetical undertaking requires from the commentator earlier acquaintance with the achievements of previous and contemporary sages (“state of the art”). In this sense, biblical exegesis is perceived by him as an ongoing and, at least temporarily, open ended process of acquiring knowledge (possibly, until the advent of the teacher of right [interpretation]).
 This process consists not only of studying the biblical text itself and expressing one's own opinion on it, but also of collecting and analysing as well as preserving and transmitting other sages' opinions expressed about Scripture. In the following part of his introduction to the Book of Genesis Yefet declares:

We will now commence the translation of the words of this Book and an explanation of its meanings according to what we have heard from our teachers, the exegetes and what we have read in the books of the deceased [sages], may God be pleased with them, as well as according to what we deem proper.

The task of the exegete, as depicted in this passage, consists of translating and interpreting the biblical verses in reliance upon three sources: 1. orally expressed opinions of other sages; 2. written exegetical compositions; 3. the exegete's own judgement.
 In his introduction to the Book of Numbers, apart from evoking again his sources, Yefet attempts to emphasize the small contribution on his own part to the development of Bible exegesis and explicitly calls himself a “humble disciple” of previous and contemporary scholars and sages.
 To explain, why, despite all that, he decided to compose his own commentary upon Scripture, he provides four reasons, which at the same time constitute four provisional goals that he assigns to himself in his entire exegetical undertaking: 1. transmission and preservation in writing of the acquired knowledge; 2. extraction or selection of the the best existing opinions; 3. presentation of exegete's own views; 4. supply of a manifold handbook for potential disciples.
 Accordingly, exegetical compositions are intended to serve educative purposes and fulfil mainly a propaedeutic role, preparing the potential interpreters of Scripture to their own struggle with the Holy Text, whereas the exegete is conceived as a scholarly-teacher, whose task is to collect, present, assess and pass over to his disciples the best explanations and ideas, including his own.

For thus delineated goals, the most appropriate form of Bible commentary is an eclectic one, since it familiarizes the student (a future commentator in the propaedeutic phase of his interpretative activity) with a selection of the most accurate, ever expressed interpretations, with a view to preparing him for his own inquiry.

5. Selective and critical approach to sources

Such accumulative conception of Bible interpretation, wherein the exegete feels deeply indebted to other sages and meticulously collects in his own commentary their interpretations, should in no case be uncritical. Back in his introduction to the Book of Genesis, Yefet explicitly states:

Yet, if [something] came from us inattentively or by mistake, we implore God, the Supreme, to disregard that, for He knows of our purpose, that we do not intend to diverge from the truth. Our purpose is to transmit the most likely statements of sages, whereas to abbreviate and not mention the false opinions, [to wit, those which] are not drown from the Book of God, the Supreme.

Thus, in Yefet's opinion, Bible commentator should critically assess the collected interpretations, in order to transmit only the most accurate of them, the unique criterion for abbreviating or including certain opinion in the commentary being its intrinsic quality. In other words, the interpretations or ideas are being perceived as far more important than their authors. This conviction is further emphasized by the fact that Karaite exegetes quote alternative interpretations anonymously.

The above cited theoretical hermeneutic statement admitting the selective choice of quoted ideas in quest for one true meaning of Scripture, is well reflected in the entire Yefet's exegetical praxis and his frequent confessions that he knows many other opinions, but decided to refrain from mentioning them on account of their being unlikely.

6. Epistemological principles of Bible exegesis

Similar critical and selective attitude towards both the exegetical legacy of previous generations and contemporary interpretative achievements is tightly connected with Yefet's fundamental epistemological convictions, his confidence in progressive development of knowledge and his concept of one ultimate truth.

Certainly, every believing exegete has to accept the presupposition that the Holy Writ of his religion is of divine origin and therefore perfect, meaningful, and does not convey but truth, yet each religious doctrine draws from this assumption different conclusions.

For the Rabbinic authors of midrash the perfection of Scripture meant its omnisignificance in the sense that it contained no superfluous elements, each detail being meaningful, irrespective of its original context. Similar approach allowed for a practically endless number of distinct, not infrequently contradictory and still equally good, interpretations, all of them being conceived as a legitimate reflection of countless distinct aspects of inherently all-encompassing and as such multi-faceted divine revelation. In other words, the authors of midrash assumed that the very multiplicity of opinions inspired by the biblical text testified to its divine origin and reflected the infinity of (all-encompassing) God.

As opposed to them, the Karaites believed that the divine originator of Scripture wished to direct an unequivocal message to the humanity, and therefore He formulated it in human conventional language, subordinated to the rules of grammar, conveying one unambiguous meaning and subjected to the rules of logic. For them, the divine perfection of the revealed text consisted of the fact that it possessed this one absolute, original and ultimate meaning, whereas the multiplicity of disparate opinions merely reflected the limitation of human cognitive capacities, unable to grasp the truth.
 Furthermore, they cherished a believe that this imperfect stage can change along with the development of human knowledge and understanding, which will allow for discovering the only correct, true significance of the Bible. In the introduction to his commentary on the Book of Exodus Yefet again confesses:

We implore God, the Sublime, to assist us [in our endeavour] to establish the truth and [provide] proper [explanation of Scripture], for He saveth the upright in heart (Ps 7:11) and knows of [our] intention that we make an effort in quest for truth [by searching] for what is most likely from all the opinions, which we have read in books of the previous [sages] and which we have heard from the present [ones].

Here the exegete again acknowledges his reliance upon previous and contemporary exegetical achievements in quest for truth. Furthermore, it appears that the term “truth” has for Yefet a very specific, and well defined by Scripture itself, significance. In his introduction to the Book of Deuteronomy, he precisely explains the meaning of this term, and invoking biblical passages in support of his explanation, he states that it may signify two things: 1. the plain (literal, apparent, external) meaning of the Text, devoid of secret or ambiguity (obscurity); 2. the thing which can not be contested by reason.

7. Literal-contextual approach to the Bible

Thus conceptualized notion of truth constitutes the most basic determinant of Yefet's entire exegetical approach, outlining its main interests and providing the fundamental criterion to judge the validity of given interpretations. Being related to the above mentioned conviction that God revealed His message to the mankind in human conventional language, it implies that the best interpretation of Scripture (the “closest” to the truth) is the one which follows its literal or plain meaning. Yefet ascertains:

It is necessary [for us] to follow the Text according to its plain meaning, unless there is a necessity which calls us to interpret it figuratively. (Gen 15:11)

Hence, the Bible should be explained in line with its literal or plain meaning, “unless there is a necessity” to do otherwise. In a different place Yefet precisely defines what it is this “necessity,” which may oblige the exegete to have recourse to the non-literal interpretation:

It is not justified to abandon the plain meaning of the text of the words of God or of His prophets, save where the plain meaning is obscure or precluded, being contradicted by reason or by (other) unambiguous text. (Dan 11:1)

Accordingly, the exception from the over-all literalistic approach is being made for the ambiguous passages,
 which violate the evidence of human reason (ʻaql) or those, which contradict other, unambiguous passages from Scripture (naṣṣ), since, in Yefet's own words:

the best [explanations] are [those] confirmed by the biblical text, so we [should merely] search ways to extract them, in order to establish [the meaning of] the Torah. (Gen 17:27)

These exceptions made, the exegete should not, in Yefet's view, depart from literal interpretation, no matter how unusual events the Bible describes, his role being merely “to extract” from Scripture its sense.

This literalistic approach to the Bible, given expression in Yefet's attempt to procure its imitative Arabic translation and his overall tendency to elucidate Scripture according to its plain sense, does not mean, however, a slavish reliance upon the literal meaning of particular words and expressions, irrespective of their context. On the contrary, Yefet appears to be fully conscious that just like in all human conventional idioms, also in Biblical Hebrew the meaning of individual semantic units is dependent on and determined by the context. He admits elsewhere:

Scripture abbreviates a lot, so [its meaning] depends on what is in the [broader] account. (Gen 18:15)

Thus, Yefet's literalistic approach is at its core contextual, since it assumes that it is the context, which definitely determines the significance not only of particular words or expressions, but also of longer phrases and entire passages. Therefore, one of the crucial tasks of the exegete is to decipher this context, by the thorough analysis of the structure of the biblical text.

8. The ways of Bible commentary

To the overriding purpose of establishing “by means of reason” the one true, meaning of Scripture Yefet made use of and brought to perfection the novel Karaite model of threefold structured running commentary, which best suited his above described hermeneutic agenda. It included three layers: original Hebrew verses, their translation into Arabic and the commentary sensu stricto, all of them reflecting three interconnected disciplines cooperative in the common aim of systematic, methodical disentangling of the biblical text, with a view to determining its literal-contextual meaning: 1. philology (used in the grammatical analysis of the source text); 2. translation (imitative, following the results of the grammatical analysis); 3. interpretation (predominantly rationalistic, literal-contextual, dependent on the translation). Yefet confesses:

Our intention was [to provide] a translation of the words of Scripture and an explanation of its meanings according to what its words require, and we did not occupy ourselves with what goes beyond our aim, by entering into [different matters i.e. unrelated to the Bible], as other commentators did.

In this place Yefet harshly criticizes other exegetes, who instead of sticking to the biblical text and its interpretation, delve into other subjects not directly connected to Scripture, like description of disparate theories, or refutation of diverse opinions. As opposed to them, Yefet declares that he will limit himself to the faithful translation and interpretation of the Bible. Later on, he again declares:

Our purpose is to translate [every] verse and to provide its meaning, and we will not occupy ourselves with anything else. (Gen 1:10)

In other words, Yefet admits that his aim is to procure a well-focused commentary, and not a kind of “encyclopedia of knowledge,” which would discuss disparate subjects, not directly related to the Text. In a different place, Yefet describes his exegetical method by stating:

My method is to follow the text and to act in accordance with what obligates the Revered Scripture. (Gen 1:5)

This statement may mean that both the translation as well as interpretation should stick to the biblical source text, in several senses: 1. that both of them should proceed verse by verse (running commentary literally “follow the text”); 2. that they should not stray away from its literal-contextual meaning, by entering into allegorical explanations or commencing to discuss different subjects unrelated to the biblical text; and finally, 3. that the interpretation should correspond with the translation and vice versa (the translation being the result of Yefet's understanding of the given verse, that is its interpretation, whereas the interpretation being dependent on translation).

9. Pragmatic aspect of Bible exegesis

The ethos of study (in the sense of both teaching and learning) and importance of acquiring knowledge in quest for truth among the medieval Karaites as well as their perception of reason as a prerequisite for the above listed activities can hardly be contested. Yet, the scope of knowledge that Yefet was interested to acquire appears rather limited, being restricted to “the knowledge of Creator, exalted and magnified” and His Law, since only such knowledge is indispensable to serve God obediently, with a view to deserving His reward and avoiding His punishment in the hereafter.
 To similar effect, he explains the meaning of the term Torah:

We will say that the meaning of the name Torah is instruction and guidance, for man learns from it and is guided by it towards all the benefits of this word and the hereafter.

According to another Yefet's comment made in the introduction to his commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy “God created the world for the sake of the positive and negative commandments,”
 whereas the benefit of Torah consist of teaching these commandments to the man.
 Thus, the study is not only limited, but also not disinterested, not for its own sake, serving the ultimate purpose to discover God's will, with a view to implementing it.
 In the introduction to his commentary on the Book of Exodus, Yefet praises Karaite scholars, who:

did not seek the knowledge for the sake of earthly leadership, but in order to establish the truth, [so as to be able to] implement [it] with all delight, as it is said Make me to tread in the path of Thy commandments; for therein [do I delight] (Ps 119:35).

As opposed to the Rabbis who elevated the Oral Law to the heights of divine revelation, the Karaites believed that the only repository of this God's will accessible for the human beings was the Bible.
 Therefore, in their hierarchy of studies the examination of Scripture preceded everything else and everything else was subordinated to it – as Yefet puts it in a different place – “the wisdom of Torah is above everything.”

The Bible was considered by the exegete to contain everything that man should know, all the truth,
 constituting a kind of exhaustive manual teaching men how to live, without which he would resemble someone “wandering in the wilderness, unable to find his way.”
 Therefore, according to Yefet, each passage of Scripture, even its non-legislative, narrative portions, has to teach us something, and it is the role of exegete to discover and elucidate this teaching.
 In line with such educative perception of biblical narratives, Yefet is of opinion that had certain report no value for humans in terms of its moral purport, it would not have found its way to Scripture. For example he ascertains:

Since there would be no profit for us from mentioning the report about generation from Seth to Noah, [Scripture] abbreviated and did not mention it. (Gen 11:10)

10. Restricted interdisciplinarity of Bible exegesis

Despite the fact that Scripture was believed by the Medieval Karaites to contain everything that man should know, they acknowledged that it was impossible to understand it properly without having recourse to other scholarly disciplines, such as grammar, geography, history etc.
 Nonetheless, all of them, in Yefet's opinion, play merely an auxiliary role in the process of biblical interpretation of the thus conceived divine revelation. Furthermore, he recognizes the study of certain other branches of knowledge, unrelated to the Bible and unnecessary to its understanding, not only as redundant, but even dangerous. In the same introduction to the Book of Genesis he harshly criticizes other commentators, like the one who:

has filled his commentary with the opinions of the heretics, the dualists, the philosophers and the sceptics, having engaged in their refutation. By embellishing his book with [their views], he went beyond his [initial] intention [to explain plain] meanings of the words of Scripture and touched upon dangerous matters, by engaging into what our master David, may peace be upon him, disapproved, when he said neither do I exercise myself in things too great, or in things too wonderful for me (Ps 131:1). [Thereby], he corrupted the interpretation [of Scripture] departing from what require from us the explication of [its] words and describing the Creation according to the opinion of the Gentiles, mentioned in their books, which contradicts the meaning of the Book of God, the Sublime.

At other instances Yefet warns against pursuing the secular knowledge for its own sake and penetrating God's secrets.

11. Limits of human knowledge

Nonetheless, not all biblical passages are easily elucidated by means of reason. In similar cases, Yefet recommends abstention from providing an answer, instead of speculating and prefers to pass under silence what cannot be rationally explained. Most frequently, in such places, he limits himself to succinct statements like: “blessed be the One who knows the truth” or “blessed be the One who knows the secrets.”

12. Conclusions

The ultimate purpose of any religious person is to live according to God's will. The knowledge of God's will must precede His worship in the sense that one has to know what God wants from him, in order to be able to comply with His will. The early Karaites believed that the sole repository of this will is the Bible, perceived vy them as possessing one ultimate true meaning and containing everything that man should know to live properly. Furthermore, they were convinced that studying and interpreting Scripture is a religious imperative of every believer.

Accordingly, all of Yefet's exegetical undertaking stemmed from the sense of duty to learn God's will, so as to be able to comply therewith and as such it served a very pragmatic purpose. At the core of his exegetical approach, as well as of some other Karaite exegetes of the time, lied the confidence that God formulated His message directed to humanity in human conventional language, so as to be understood by the earthly recipients of His divine revelation. Yefet believed, moreover, that the Creator equipped His creatures with the reason as a basic tool for its understanding. In accordance with this two fundamental assumptions, Yefet defines the term truth as plain meaning of the Bible, which conforms with the evidence of human reason. The role of exegete, therefore, consist of discovering, or at least approximating, this truth by means of rational, literal-contextual (that is also structural) analysis of Scripture based on sound philology and in conformity with the rules of logic. In order to achieve this ultimate purpose, Yefet assigns to Bible exegetes four provisional goals or tasks: 1. study and transmission of previous and contemporary exegetical achievements; 2. their critical assessment and selection of best interpretations; 3. formulation of one's own opinion; 4. composition of a commentary, which would fulfil educative functions. Hence, Yefet concept of the exegete resembles that of the scholarly teacher, who prepares next generations of exegetes for their own studies of the Holy text, and by doing so, contributes to the progressive development of knowledge. In this pragmatic purpose, he produces a comprehensive, but still well focused, threefold structured, running commentary, wherein he confronts the potential disciples with the Hebrew source text and its Arabic translation, as well as acquaints them with the selection of its best – to wit, most likely – interpretations.

In that sense, Yefet envisioned Bible exegesis as a quasi-science, firmly grounded on reason, progressively developing over time, possessing clear-cut parameters for determining the veracity of proposed interpretations, and having recourse to other scholarly disciplines. In line with thus delineated exegetical guidelines, he prefers to refrain from interpreting those biblical passages, which he can not subject to the above described, well-defined hermeneutic tenets.
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