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Forgotten Synagogue Classics Part II 
 
Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan’s Living Torah: How Literally Must One Translate the 

Chumash? 
 
 

I. A Brief History of Jewish Bible Translations 
 
1) Bereishit 22:1-2 
 

אַבְרָהָם; וַיּאֹמֶר אֵלָיו, אַבְרָהָם וַיּאֹמֶר הִנֵּנִי. -אֶתים, נִסָּה קא וַיְהִי, אַחַר הַדְּבָרִים הָאֵלֶּה, וְהָאֱ  
 

, אֶל-יִצְחָק, וְלֶ - אָהַבְתָּ, אֶת-יְחִידְ אֲשֶׁר-בִּנְ אֶת-נָא אֶת-ב וַיּאֹמֶר קַח אֶרֶץ הַמֹּרִיָּה; וְהַעֲלֵהוּ שָׁם, -לְ
, אֲשֶׁר אֹמַר אֵלֶי לְעֹלָה, עַל אַחַד הֶהָרִים  

 
2) King James Version (1611) 
 
1. And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt Abraham, and said unto him, 
Abraham: and he said, Behold, here I am. 
 
2. And he said, Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the 
land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains which I will 
tell thee of. 
 
3) Jewish Publication Society (1917) 
 
1. And it came to pass after these things, that God did prove Abraham, and said unto him: 
‘Abraham’; and he said: ‘Here am I.’  
 
2. And He said: ‘Take now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest, even Isaac, and get 
thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt-offering upon one of the 
mountains which I will tell thee of.’ 
 
4) Jewish Publication Society (1962) 
 
1. Some time afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, “Abraham,” and he 
answered, “Here I am.”  
 
2. And He said, “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of 
Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the heights that I will point out to you.” 
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5) Bereishit 22:9 
 

הָעֵצִים; וַיַּעֲקֹד,  -הַמִּזְבֵּחַ, וַיַּעֲרֹ אֶת-וַיִּבֶן שָׁם אַבְרָהָם אֶתים, קלוֹ הָאֱ-הַמָּקוֹם אֲשֶׁר אָמַר-ט וַיָּבֹאוּ, אֶל
הַמִּזְבֵּחַ, מִמַּעַל לָעֵצִים -יִצְחָק בְּנוֹ, וַיָּשֶׂם אֹתוֹ עַל-אֶת  

 
“And they came to the place which God had told him of; and Abraham built the altar there, and 
laid the wood in order, and bound Isaac his son, and laid him on the altar, upon the wood.” 
(OJPS) 
 
“They arrived at the place of which God had told him. Abraham built an altar there; he laid out 
the wood; he bound his son Isaac; he laid him on the altar, on top of the wood.” (NJPS) 
 
6) Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Letter to Rabbi Theodore Adams at the Rabbinical 
Council of America (Aug. 11, 1953) reprinted in Community, Covenant, and 
Commitment 
 

 
 
 
II. Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan’s Living Torah 
 
7) R. Aryeh Kaplan, Jewish Meditation (1995) 
 
I recall that when I was in yeshiva, a few friends and I decided to 
have a contest to see who could memorize the most pages of 
Talmud. For me, it was an interesting experience. The first page 
took considerable effort and time, perhaps several hours. As I 
continued, each page became progressively easier. Eventually, 
after 10 pages or so, I found that I could memorize a page after 
three or four readings. By the time I had gone through some 20 
pages, I could memorize a page with a single reading. What had 
originally been extremely difficult had become relatively easy. 
My friends reported the same experience.      Aryeh Kaplan (1934-1983) 
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8) Aryeh Kaplan, Chapter 15 to the Handbook of Jewish Thought (1968, unpublished) 
 

 
 
9) R. Aryeh Kaplan, The Living Torah (1981), From the Introduction 
 

What justification is there for a new translation? What 
will this one have that others have lacked?  
 
Most previous translations of the Torah can be divided 
into two categories. The “traditional” ones are, for the 
most part, based on the King James translation. Although 
a superb scholarly work, this translation is not rooted in 
Jewish sources, and often goes against traditional Jewish 
teachings. Furthermore, the language is archaic and 
difficult for the modern reader. Both of these 
shortcomings remain in most “traditional” translations.  
 
Although the modern translations may be more readable, 
they are often even more divorced from Judaic sources 
than the others. While archeological and linguistic 
discoveries may be extremely interesting, they are not 
part of an unbroken tradition. … 
 
Another problem in translating the Torah is that of 
sentence structure. Clearly, the sentence structure of the 
Hebrew of three thousand years ago bears little, if any, 
resemblance to that of any modern language. Therefore, 

if one slavishly adheres to the original sentence structure in translating, he will often produce a 
result very different from that intended by the original. At best, many passages will be difficult, 
if not impossible, to understand. … 
 
An example of idiom is the manner in which the Torah handles dialogue. In English, this is 
handled by setting each statement in quotation marks and beginning it as a new paragraph. There  
is then no need to repeat the name of the person speaking. In Hebrew, the same goal is attained 
by repeating the expression, “And he said” before each statement. Translating this literally can 
be very awkward and repetitive. What we have done in a number of places is simply to translate 
“And he said” with a set of quotation marks. 
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10) Bereishit 22:1 
 

אֱ לֶּה וְהָ֣ ים הָאֵ֔ י אַחַר֙ הַדְּבָרִ֣ נִי׃  ק֔ וַיְהִ֗ אמֶר הִנֵּֽ ֹ֥ ם וַיּ יו אַבְרָהָ֖ אמֶר אֵלָ֔ ֹ֣ ם וַיּ ה אֶת־אַבְרָהָ֑  ים נִסָּ֖
 
Some time afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, “Abraham,” and he 
answered, “Here I am.” (NJPS) 
 
Living Torah: 
 
After these events, God tested Abraham.  
 
“Abraham!” He said.  
 
“Yes.” 
 
11) Bereishit 22:10 
 

ט אֶת־בְּנֽוֹ׃   לֶת לִשְׁחֹ֖ מַּאֲכֶ֑ ח אֶת־הַֽ ח אַבְרָהָם֙ אֶת־יָד֔וֹ וַיִּקַּ֖  וַיִּשְׁלַ֤
 
And Abraham picked up the knife to slay his son. (NJPS) 
 
Abraham reached out and took the slaughter knife to slit his son’s throat. (Living Torah) 
 
12) Bereishit 19:14 
 

ר  א ל֜וֹט וַיְדַבֵּ֣ ית ה ׀אֶל־חֲתָנָ֣יו  ׀וַיֵּצֵ֨ י־מַשְׁחִ֥ ה כִּֽ אמֶר֙ ק֤וּמוּ צְּאוּ֙ מִן־הַמָּק֣וֹם הַזֶּ֔ ֹ֙ יו וַיּ י בְנֹתָ֗ י   'קְחֵ֣ יר וַיְהִ֥ אֶת־הָעִ֑
יו׃  ק בְּעֵינֵ֥י חֲתָנָֽ  כִמְצַחֵ֖

 
So Lot went out and spoke to his sons-in-law, who had married his daughters, and said, “Up, get 
out of this place, for the LORD is about to destroy the city.” But he seemed to his sons-in-law as 
one who jests. (NJPS) 
 
Lot went out and spoke to his sons-in-law, who were betrothed to his daughters. He said, “Get 
moving! Get out of this area! God is about to destroy the city!” To his sons-in-law, it was all a 
big joke. (Living Torah) 
 
13) Shemot 16:26-27 (Living Torah) 
 

הָעָם לִלְקֹט;  -בּוֹ.  כז וַיְהִי בַּיּוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי, יָצְאוּ מִן-כו שֵׁשֶׁת יָמִים, תִּלְקְטֻהוּ; וּבַיּוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי שַׁבָּת, לאֹ יִהְיֶה
 וְלאֹ, מָצָאוּ 

 
26 “You are to gather [this food] during the six weekdays, but the seventh day is the Sabbath, 
and on that [day] there will not be any.” 27 Still, some people went out to gather [food] on 
Saturday,* but they found nothing. 
 
*Saturday. Literally, “the seventh day.” 
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14) Bereishit 12:6 (Living Torah) 
 

רֶץ׃   ז בָּאָֽ י אָ֥ כְּנַעֲנִ֖ ה וְהַֽ ד אֵל֣וֹן מוֹרֶ֑ ם עַ֖ ד מְק֣וֹם שְׁכֶ֔ רֶץ עַ֚ ר אַבְרָם֙ בָּאָ֔  וַיַּעֲבֹ֤
 
Abram traveled through the land as far as the area of Shechem coming to the Plain of Moreh.* 
The Canaanites were then in the land. 
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15) Advertisement from OU Passover Directory (1985) 
 

 


