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Introduction


 


 


 


 


 


Systems of belief can be extremely powerful and dangerous. Living at the beginning of the twenty-first century, with the realities of terrorism all around us, it is not difficult to see how true that is. Some of those systems are secular and are often fairly recent ideologies – like Marxism or Maoism. Others are religious and are the latest moment in what may be extremely long and ancient histories.


Religions, or perhaps more accurately religious believers, are involved in many of the fierce and seemingly insoluble conflicts in the world. Think only of the most obvious in recent years: Afghanistan, Bosnia, CAR (Central African Republic), Chechnya and Dagestan, Cyprus, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Kashmir, Lebanon, Mali, Myanmar/Burma, Nigeria, Northern Ireland, Pakistan and India, Palestine/Israel, Punjab, Somalia and Eritrea, Sri Lanka, Sudan and Darfur, Syria, Ukraine, Xinjiang Uighur, Xizang/Tibet.


We are all affected by these conflicts in different ways. We cannot hope to bring any kind of resolution to them unless we (and politicians in particular) understand why such extreme and often violent actions are rooted in religious beliefs and histories. It is certainly not the case that religions alone are the cause of those conflicts. Each of them is different and each of them has been brought into being by many interacting causes and constraints. Nevertheless, religious beliefs are deeply involved in all of them.


The almost complete failure to take the beliefs seriously, let alone to understand them, is one reason for the writing of this book. That failure has made a mockery of diplomatic or political or military efforts to respond to the conflicts involved. It has led to shallow and naive analyses that misunderstand and therefore all too often misrepresent the beliefs and feelings of those involved. To take an obvious example, that can be seen with particular and tragic clarity in the conflict between Palestinians and Israelis, not least in the violence between Israel and Gaza. 


Each side has an entirely different perspective on the conflict. On the one side, Israelis and their supporters isolate Hamas as terrorists who fire rockets indiscriminately at civilians; the Israelis insist on their right to defend a sovereign state which they declared to be independent in 1948 on the basis of ‘the natural and historic right of the Jewish people and in accordance with the Resolution [181, 27 November 1947], of the United Nations General Assembly.’ On the other side the Palestinians see the Israelis as invaders who have been imposed on their own land. The invaders have seized their homes and farms, and they now extend their aggression into the colonization of the West Bank: far from being ‘terrorists’, many Palestinians see themselves as ‘resistance fighters’.


The choice of those contrasting words is a value judgement, exactly as it was in occupied France during the Second World War: the Maquisards who called themselves la Résistance were called by the Germans Terroristen. But even more critically, the choice of words is a historical judgement. The words chosen belong to very different understandings of what has happened in the past. For the Israelis, the claim to Israel as their own homeland goes back 3,000 years to God’s command to Abram, ךל ךל, ‘Take yourself to the land which I will show you’ (Genesis 12:1). The descendants of Abraham then obeyed the further command of God to drive out and destroy the existing inhabitants of the Promised Land (see, for example, Deuteronomy ch.7). 


The Palestinians, however, regard themselves as descendants of the original inhabitants of that land which was thus being seized from them by force all those years ago. The intervening millennia are filled with events and memories (sometimes of savage conflict but sometimes also of peaceful coexistence) which the two sides bring to present-day issues. For them, history does not begin in 1948. 


Religious beliefs of this kind are extremely deep-rooted, going back not just for centuries, but for thousands of years. They give an entirely different and distinctive character to the lives, families and societies of the people who treasure them and hold them dear. They lie embedded in memories that have been passed on from one generation to another, and they have penetrated every aspect of life from birth to death – and even beyond that, from before birth to after death.


It is emphatically not the case that all Jews share identical beliefs and practices, nor do all Muslims. Far from it. It is true that in the case of each religion the basic and fundamental beliefs have great authority because they are believed ultimately to come from God. They confer identity and they may well be regarded as non-negotiable not least because they have been tested through time. 


But what do those beliefs mean and how are they to be understood and applied? It has never been the case, either among Jews or among Muslims, that there is complete and universal agreement about the nature and application of their beliefs, or about what they should mean in practice. In fact exactly the opposite is the case. There have been many different ways of being Jewish and many different ways of being Muslim. That can be seen, in each case, in the separate movements and sects which are independently organized and often polemically, sometimes violently, opposed to each other. That is why it is usually misleading to talk in a generalized way about conflicts between ‘Jews’ and ‘Muslims’. 


It is not the case, for example, that all Jews believe that it was right to establish a Jewish state in Palestine in 1948: some Jews believe that God alone can re-establish Zion as the Holy City when the time has come to send the Messiah, and many believe that that cannot happen until all Jews follow the commands of the Torah entrusted by God to Moses. What is now known as Zionism is actually a complicated and contested belief. The modern search by Jews for a homeland began in the fierce and brutal persecution of Jews at the end of the nineteenth century, particularly in the pogroms (persecutions directed against a particular group) in Russia and Poland. The first suggestions were that Jews should find a safe homeland in Uganda (in what is now Kenya), or in Arish in Egypt, or in Argentina (where a settlement was indeed established). Theodor Herzl, one of the important founders of modern Zionism, published in 1896 a brief essay, Der Judenstaat, which has been regarded as the beginning of modern political Zionism. In that essay he left it open whether that Jewish settlement should be in Palestine or Argentina, writing, ‘Shall we choose Palestine or Argentina? We shall take what is given us, and what is selected by Jewish public opinion.’


In the interwar years (1918–39) there were successive attempts to persuade Jewish opinion at large that there should be a return to Jerusalem and the surrounding territory, but it was only after the Holocaust that international opinion, and not just Jewish public opinion, felt that Jews must be given their homeland in the area of the biblical promise to Abraham. Even then, an attempt was made in the United Nations to create an independent Arab state based on enclaves within the scattered territories of the newly formed Israel. 


That, however, was profoundly unsatisfactory for many Arabs because it gave away their homeland and rode roughshod over their own memories and beliefs. Even so, there were Arabs who believed that there could be coexistence. After the Oslo Accords in 1993, the Palestinian Authority was set up to take over gradually the administration and security of the Occupied Territories (divided initially into two different areas). That was immediately denounced by Hamas and other like-minded groups who rejected any cooperation with Israel. Hamas opposed the Fatah party of Yasser Arafat and eventually (after an election) took control of Gaza and conducted hostilities against both Israelis and other Palestinians. When Palestine decided to join the International Criminal Court and was admitted in 2015 (allowing the possibility of war crime accusations against Israel), Israel withheld the £83 million in tax revenues collected on behalf of the Palestinian Authority. That and the continuing Israeli settlement in the West Bank led the Palestine Liberation Organization to recommend that the Palestinian Authority should stop all forms of security cooperation with Israel.


The point of that brief summary is to illustrate the fact that the conflicts between different religions cannot possibly be understood unless one realizes that there are also profound conflicts within each religion. There are contrasting interpretations of beliefs (often going back to distant centuries in the past), and these have produced within each religion tense and sometimes violent disagreements about how to act and what to do in the changing circumstances of the world. It is simply not possible for diplomats and politicians (or for that matter anybody else) to unravel the complexities of the conflicts listed at the beginning of this Introduction unless they understand the ways in which those conflicts are rooted, not only in religious beliefs, but also in different interpretations and applications of those beliefs. 


Take as an obvious example the self-proclaimed ‘Islamic State’. Some of the actions of Islamic State (the sadistic assassination of hostages, the massacre of women and children, the option offered of conversion or execution) are utterly repulsive and horrific, not just to outside observers, but to many Muslims as well who unequivocally reject Islamic State and disassociate themselves from it – ‘not in my name’. Not surprisingly, therefore, we repeatedly hear distinctions being drawn by outsiders between those Muslims who are moderate and who represent ‘the true face of Islam’, and those Muslims who use violence and who are called ‘extremists’ or (bizarrely) ‘Islamists’. On that basis the claim is often then made that those young Westerners who join Islamic State would never have done so if they had not been ‘radicalized’ and ‘brainwashed’. 


That division of Muslims into those on the one hand who are moderate and who are the truly faithful, and those on the other hand who are radicalized and extreme is now commonly made. But it is extremely misleading (and it has certainly misled many Western politicians) because it completely ignores the fact that Islamic State believes itself to be the true expression of the Islam that God intended and desires. It does so by drawing on arguments and interpretations of the Quran that go back to the earliest days of Islam and were already even then creating conflicts and divisions among Muslims. In other words, Islamic State arises from arguments among Muslims themselves about specific beliefs, deeply rooted in history, which create the immense complexity of the modern world. 


Those contested beliefs arose in the first forty years after the death of Muhammad. They produced fundamental and divisive questions that continue to the present day (the details summarized here are discussed in more detail later on): 


 



	•
	Who has the right to succeed Muhammad as the leader or caliph of the Muslim community (the issue when Muhammad died between the followers of Abu Bakr and of Ali leading to the continuing division between Sunni and Shia Muslims)? 





	•
	If a leader seems to be acting in a non-Muslim way, is it a legitimate obligation to assassinate him or should the final judgement be left to God (the issue raised by the assassination of Uthman, the third Caliph, by other Muslims)? 





	•
	If a leader negotiates a settlement with an opponent, does that compromise the God-entrusted integrity of Islam and must it then be an obligation to secede from the existing community in order to follow ‘the true Islam’ (the issue raised when the Kharijites seceded after Ali negotiated a settlement with Muawiyya)? 





	•
	How should those who secede from Islam be treated given that a penalty for apostasy is execution? 





	•
	Since the Quran commands Muslims to create a single Umma or People throughout the world, preferably by conversion, how far and in what ways must those who refuse to convert to Islam be compelled to do so? 





	•
	Adult male Muslims are required to defend any other Muslims who are under attack from Kafirs (non-believers) in what is known as Jihad (the different meanings of Jihad are discussed later), but what actions belong legitimately to Jihad and are there any limits or restrictions on what may be done and who may be attacked? 




 


Muslims through the centuries have been divided on those fundamental questions (as they still are), and those divisions run into many of the conflicts listed earlier, particularly and unmistakeably in Lebanon, Syria and Iraq. Where Islamic State is concerned, they are, in their own view, going back to particular answers derived from those early disputes: they are, in their view, the only truly faithful expression of Islam. They see themselves as implementing the command of God in the Quran to create a single worldwide community (Umma) under a caliph (the successor of Muhammad) whose responsibility it is to establish the Dīn, or life-way, that God desires. The Umma therefore transcends nation-state borders, many of which were imposed by colonial powers as recently as the twentieth century. Bringing the Umma into being clearly requires, in their view, the imposition of the Quranic death penalties on unbelievers, on apostates and on other ‘Muslims’ who do not agree with them and who have in effect seceded. It also requires the creation of Muslim families and communities exemplifying the fundamentals of Islam. 


Those Muslims who oppose Islamic State reject emphatically what they consider to be the illegitimate ways in which Quran and history have been interpreted and applied. In their view the actions of Islamic State are in any case abhorrent, but they are also far outside the limits (hudud, a word to which we will return) of Islam.


But there are others who are attracted to that programme. The reasons and motives for joining Islamic State are extremely varied and may have little to do with Islam. On the other hand, the possibility of creating a worldwide Umma under a single Caliph is a dream that many Muslims articulated when I interviewed them for the BBC series Voices of Islam. As one Muslim put it: ‘Muslims are feeling both spiritually and psychologically that they have to realize this Caliphate again, if they are to tackle the manifest problems which they and humanity face’ (What Muslims Believe, 2004, p. 68).


Many Muslims share that dream, and it is unwise to neglect it when trying to understand why young people from many parts of the world join movements like Islamic State. It is a reminder, incidentally, of how extremely foolish it is to use the word ‘brainwashing’ as though it is a non-controversial way of referring to the coercion of young people into irrational commitment. The word was used in a similarly loose way of young people joining religious cults in the mid-twentieth century when what persuaded many turned out more accurately to be ‘love bombing’. If anything like that is the case here, it is as much a comment on the families and societies in which the young people have grown up as it is on Islamic State. 


The point of those controversial and oversimplified examples is not to take sides, still less to claim that religions are the sole cause of each conflict, but, rather, to show why contemporary conflicts cannot be understood, let alone resolved, without appreciating how deeply they are rooted in religious beliefs and history. Without that understanding, the recent failings of policy are inevitable, from the catastrophe of the Bush–Blair invasion of Iraq to the particular way in which the US followed by the UK are trying to implement a two-state solution to the Israel–Palestine conflict; even if that were the only possible solution, the way in which it is being pursued could only be imposed on, never agreed by, those concerned. 


Not surprisingly Islamic State and the many other like-minded groups springing up around the world, both Sunni and Shia, have in effect declared war on the world since they follow a traditional division of the world into two domains, Dar al-Islam and Dar al-Harb, the domain of Islam and the domain of War. In that case it would seem to make sense to fight back, but it is a war that cannot be won in conventional ways: you can bomb bodies but beliefs survive. There are, however, other and entirely different ways to respond, as we will see later in this book. They are responses that arise from a better understanding of beliefs and of the histories in which they are embedded.


So far it must seem that religions are extremely bad news, and that we should all unite in a campaign (or should we call it a crusade?) to abolish religion. But that is to ignore the fact that religions are also extremely good news, and have been for several thousand years. Religions created such sufficiently secure and continuing contexts of family and society that at least some people were set free to explore what their own human nature is capable of being and of becoming, and also to explore the nature of the world around them. 


Religions are thus the context in which people, through imagination and technique, have brought into being superb consequences of enduring worth in art, architecture, drama, poetry, music, dance, literature, education, agriculture – and even in the natural sciences in general which began as part of the religious exploration of the world and of human nature within it. The separate word ‘scientist’ was not even invented until 1834. The religious exploration of human nature led to even more stunning discoveries as our ancestors realized what we can become in our care for each other, in enlightenment, in our relatedness to God. Those are discoveries at least as exciting as those of science and technology, some would say even more so.


Equally important for human history and survival has been the part that religions have played in the creation of families and societies. Religions are the earliest social organizations of which we have surviving evidence that provided security for the birth and upbringing of children – in other words, for the next generation. In terms of evolution and natural selection, religions were brilliantly successful in securing gene replication and the nurture of children. Of course those distant ancestors of ours knew nothing about genes and natural selection, but that is beside the point: they were simply successful in securing and protecting the birth of children and their upbringing in worlds of such danger and threat that all too often they failed. But where they did succeed, they could only do so with the creation and testing of shared beliefs and practices, many of which survive and continue to the present day. 


The survival of successful beliefs and practices is not accidental. They too need protection. They had to be transmitted from one life and from one generation to another. They therefore had to be coded as information, and that was achieved in many different ways – as sound, for example, as music, words, symbols, diagrams, gestures, stories, rituals and so on. All this in summary is communal information which, when it is internalized by individuals who belong to a particular group, helps to create coherent and successful communities. 


In that sense, religions can be regarded as systems in which information is coded, protected, stored and transmitted. Information does not drift around the universe at random. It has to be channelled and protected in order to inform (form within) human lives: in that way beliefs change people who change the world.


So whatever else religions are (and they are much else), they are highly organized systems to protect the information that has been identified within the system as essential for successful outcomes in life – with success ranging from the care of an infant to the attainment of enlightenment or of God.


Protective systems require boundaries, and boundaries require maintenance. The boundaries may be metaphorical: they may, for example, be described as the Umma in Islam (as we have just seen) or the Body of Christ in Christianity. But they may also be literal, a Holy Land, for example, or a sacred space like a sanctuary or a temple; it is a critical reason why geography is so important in religious history. But whether literal or metaphorical, boundaries need protecting when they come under threat. Threats too may be literal or metaphorical: an army may attack and bombs may be dropped, but equally beliefs may be threatened by challenge, contradiction or even mockery. In either case, boundaries need protecting.


Here is a fundamental reason why religions are involved in so many seemingly intransigent conflicts. Beliefs matter. For many people their beliefs are so vital and life-giving that they will always be prepared to die and if necessary to kill in order to defend them and sometimes impose them on others. Religious beliefs are not here today and gone tomorrow, even though many of them have changed greatly through the course of time and have even disappeared. Far more seriously, religious beliefs have been tested and winnowed through time and have been found by countless people to be trustworthy and true. Of course there are others who believe them to be untrustworthy and false. But that too is a belief.


This book began life as part of a series on things or people that have changed the world – Speeches, for example, or Books, or Women ‘that have changed the world’. Religious beliefs have certainly done that. But it needs to be remembered that ‘the world’ in religious belief is not a fixed item. It is not a planet, as we might say now, orbiting the sun. ‘The world’ in the perspective of belief systems is constantly changing. A look at any of the early maps of ‘the world’ will show how differently it has been imagined and understood at different times and in different civilizations. Sometimes it has been confined to a particular geographical area, as, for many centuries, in India or in China. At the opposite extreme it may be vastly greater than the earth, as in the cosmos of the Jains. I have simply taken the beliefs that made a difference in the immediate context (‘world’) in which they came into being. Often, of course, they have continued to make a difference long after they appeared, and still change the world as we now inhabit and understand it.


It needs also to be remembered that some particular beliefs have ‘changed the world’ in more religions than one. For example, few religions had in origin any belief that there will be a serious or worthwhile life after death. There is a widespread popular assumption that religions came into being in order to reassure people that death is not the end. That is historically wrong: when the major and continuing religions came into being there was no belief that there will be a worthwhile life after death. Nevertheless, a belief that there is, or is likely to be, a life after death did come into being in all religions, but it appeared for different reasons and in different forms. In a general way, a belief in life after death appears in more than one religion, and it is certainly a belief that has changed the world dramatically, but it is not the same in each religion.


Since that is true in general of most world-changing beliefs, it may be helpful to know that The Oxford Dictionary of World Religions includes entries on many beliefs which summarize the different ways in which they are understood in different religions. It also includes a Topic Index drawing together relevant entries.


That in itself is a reminder that some beliefs are so old and universal that they have many different meanings which are sometimes combined, sometimes held in isolation. Take, as an example, the beliefs and practices associated with sacrifice. The word ‘sacrifice’ comes from two Latin words meaning ‘that which is made sacred’ – ‘sacred’ being something set apart and offered to the gods. In a general way we might be able to define the word ‘sacrifice’ as ‘the offering of something, animate or inanimate, in a ritual procedure which establishes, or mobilizes, a relationship of mutuality between the one who sacrifices (whether individual or group) and the recipient – who may be human but more often is of another order, e.g., God or spirit.’


But a brief definition of that kind is pointing to an immense variety of beliefs and practices entered into for many different reasons and purposes. When the sign in a shop window advertising a sale proclaimed, ‘These trousers are being offered at a great sacrifice”’, it clearly was not offering them to the local deities. ‘Sacrifice’ is found in virtually all religions and extensively outside them, but its meanings are extremely varied. It has been understood as a way 


 



	•
	of cleansing fault or sin; 





	•
	of dealing with misfortunes such as the illness of oneself or of another; 





	•
	of turning away the anger of a deity or of an enemy; 





	•
	of saying thank you; 





	•
	of offering to a deity or to another person a substitute for something that you owe them and is rightly theirs (for example, the life of an animal instead of the life of the first-born child);





	•
	of establishing through a meal with recognized rituals a union with God or with others in a community;





	•
	
of giving something in order to receive something in return, often summarized as do ut des, ‘I give in order that you may give’;






	•
	of maintaining and participating in the whole cosmic order;





	•
	of celebration;





	•
	
of dealing with violence and anger through catharsis (defined, in part, by Aristotle in Poetics as leading through religious frenzy to healing and purgation);






	•
	of accepting death in order to give life to others (‘for your tomorrow we gave our today’).




 


The beliefs and practices involved in sacrifice have completely changed the world by giving dramatic expression to the ways in which we have to interact with others and with the world around us. In other words, we have to live constantly in the way of exchange that lies at the heart of sacrifice. Of equal importance is the way in which sacrifice helps us to recognize and affirm that death is the necessary condition of life. That perception lies at the heart of the scientific understanding of the universe: from the death of stars to the succession of generations, death is not simply ‘end’ but also opportunity. As I put it in The Meanings of Death, ‘It is not possible to have life on any other terms than those of death; but where you do have death, there immediately you have the possibility of life.’


Even in that one example alone, it can be seen that the understanding of beliefs, whether religious or scientific, is not simple. The philologist Max Müller famously said that those who understand one religion understand none. I would simply add that those who try to understand the world without understanding any religions understand nothing. That is extremely obvious among so many politicians. The purpose of this book, therefore, is to look at some particular beliefs that have changed the world, and at why they matter to those who believe them; I have also tried to give a glimpse at how they came into being historically. For that reason, the book is also a brief introduction to the history of religions.


Even then, it has not been possible to include all religions. Beliefs that changed the world (and continue to do so) are not confined to the religions whose histories we can trace. They belong also to religions which have not left the kind of records that enable history to be written. The religions of the Pacific Islands, of the Australian aborigines, of Africa, or of the First Nation Americans (to give only obvious examples) have accounts of their own past, but not of a kind that are extensively accessible to the historian.


Nevertheless, many of their beliefs have become so well known that they have changed our understanding of ourselves and of our world, so much so that some of the words describing them have passed into everyday language – as, for example:


 


Totem. In popular understanding, the totem has become something of singular importance especially to a group of people with a common interest, or for individuals almost a charm. In fact, a totem is something that helps people to organize themselves and to live with each other. The belief in totems is found all around the world, although the word itself comes from the Ojibwa, a tribe of the Algonquin. Their word ototeman means ‘a close blood relative’ (forbidden therefore in marriage), and thus a totem came to be regarded as the mark of the family to which a person belongs. In that way, the totem functions like the badge or favour of a football supporter: it indicates which team a person supports, or, in the case of a totem, to which family group or clan a person belongs. Often the clan will take the totem animal’s name and will regard the totem animal as its ancestor. Usually, they will not eat or kill the animal. The words ‘usually’ or ‘often’ are necessary because the beliefs associated with totemism vary hugely around the world. But what is common to most of them is that the totem marks the boundaries of the group and shows what behaviour is allowed or forbidden. Totem came therefore to be closely linked with


Taboo (also spelled tabu, or tapu). Popularly, a taboo is something absolutely forbidden, a definite ‘no-no’. The word itself is Polynesian, and it refers to a power in relation to particular people, places or objects. It may be positive, but if it is negative it marks them off as dangerous, so that the crossing of the boundary surrounding them will lead to a bad or even disastrous outcome. Sigmund Freud, whose views on religion have turned out to be almost entirely false, linked totem and taboo together in his book of that name (1913) by suggesting that they represent that which is much desired but totally forbidden – as, for example, incest.


Voodoo (also vodou, voudou) has come to mean any kind of dangerous black magic. It comes from the Fon language of Benin in Africa, vodu, ‘deity’, and is the name given to the folk religion of Haiti. Although it was suppressed when it was taken to the Caribbean and America by African slaves, it has become an indigenous religion in which elements of African religion and Roman Catholic Christianity have been merged. It includes beliefs in 


Zombies. The word is now used of people half asleep when they ought to be alert and active, but a zombi is either a disembodied soul used in magic, or a corpse that has been raised from the grave in order to work as a labourer.


 


Those and other beliefs may appear in the religions dealt with in this book. Some, like belief in shamans and witches, are so extensive that they are in effect world religions. Space alone, quite apart from the relative absence of historical sources, means that their own histories cannot be included here.


For the same reasons of length, this book has not been able to look at all the many different ways in which religious beliefs have been expressed, as, for example, in art, architecture and systems of government – not because these things are unimportant, but because it is not possible to fit an ocean into a thimble!


The purpose of this book is not to make judgements about the truth or value of particular beliefs: there is an account of what those judgements are and of how they might be made in my recent book, Why Religions Matter. The purpose is to offer, much more simply, a first step towards understanding some of the most important of those beliefs and to indicate how they came into being and what changes they have made in their long histories. 


This book was first suggested by Felicity Bryan and Wayne Davies, and I am grateful to them both – and to Richard Bauckham, David Bowker and Yao Xinzhong for their encouragement and suggestions. My thanks go to all those at Quercus and at Specialist Publishing Services (especially Nick Hutchins) who helped to bring it into being, and to Charlotte Fry for her meticulous and generously efficient work in producing this revised and updated edition. I am also grateful to John English, who copy-edited the revised text, to Kate Inskip, who did sterling work on the index, and to Mike Luxford, who helped me with IT issues. A special ‘thank you’ goes to Sarah Brunning for her unfailing support in so many ways. But above all, my thanks go to Margaret, my wife, who corrected (dates are not exactly my strongest suit) and wrote so much that she is in a real sense the co-author of the book. In the words of a Chinese proverb, ‘When you drink from the stream, always remember the spring.’ I do, with thanks and love.










Judaism










Overview


 


Jewish history begins in the Biblical period which lasted roughly from 2000 to 250 BCE. The Jews began as nomadic tribes, related to each other and therefore known technically as a kinship group. They were called originally, not Jews, but bene Israel (or bene Jacob): bene means ‘sons’, i.e., descendants of the ancestor Israel (also known as Jacob), hence Israelites. 


The Bible is an anthology of very diverse writings from more than a thousand years. It is known by Jews by such names as Miqra (‘reading’ or ‘recital’), ha-Sefarim (‘the Books’, or the Holy Books), or more often as Tanach, from the initial letters in Hebrew of its three component parts: Torah (the first five books of Moses, known in English as Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy), Nebiim (the Prophets including the historical books), and Ketubim (the Writings including such books as the Psalms and Job). The final agreement about which books should be included in Tanach was not made until about the middle of the second century CE, although most of the books were recognized much earlier as having authority because it was believed that they came, either directly or indirectly, from God.


The Bible tells the story of how the members of this kinship group, under the guidance and direction of God, settled in territory on the eastern Mediterranean coast (known eventually as Judaea, hence Judaeans and thus Jews). It tells also how they came to believe that God is the Creator of all that is, in earth and heaven, and that God alone is God. This extremely strong monotheism meant that all the many claimed deities in the ancient world were false. God makes the unique and particular name of God known only to this people as YHWH – it is too holy even to be pronounced – and God calls them to specific work and responsibilities in the world. 


The Bible begins with a visionary account of the first humans, Adam and Eve, who at the prompting of the serpent chose knowledge rather than obedience. Further disobedience followed until Abraham obeyed the command of God to leave his home in Ur (in Mesopotamia) and go to a new and promised land in which he and his descendants first began to settle. It tells how God rescued some of them from slavery in Egypt and led them in a great rescue, or Exodus, through the wilderness where Moses received the Law or Torah from God. After a time of loose coalitions among themselves (known as the period of the Judges), David introduced kingship in Jerusalem as a new way of uniting the kinship group. 


The following period under kings was ended by the capture of Jerusalem by the Babylonians and the captivity or Exile in a foreign land. The Persian ruler Cyrus restored the Jews to Jerusalem, and there then followed 400 years of reconstruction, leading to an independent kingdom once more, under a family known as Hasmoneans. Meanwhile, the Romans were beginning to build their Empire, and they used Herod and his family as puppet rulers in Judaea. A rebellion of the Jews against Rome resulted in defeat and the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in the year 70 CE. 


Such a massive defeat did not destroy Judaism. Under leaders and teachers known as Rabbis, the reconstruction of Judaism without the Temple in Jerusalem began. The Rabbis had long been teaching how Torah should be applied to new and changing circumstances of life, and the process now began of gathering these orally transmitted interpretations (known as ‘oral Torah’, Torah shebe ’al peh) into written collections. One such called the Mishnah became the basis for much larger collections known as Talmuds, of which one was made in Palestine and the other in Babylon: the Babylonian Talmud became the authoritative foundation of subsequent Judaism.


After the defeat in 70 and a second defeat after a further rebellion in 135, some Jews remained in Judaea, but the majority was scattered throughout the empire and beyond. This scattering of the Jews is known as the Diaspora (from the Greek meaning ‘dispersion’). For the next nearly 2,000 years the history of the Jews is in the Diaspora – in Mediterranean lands, in Europe, especially in Eastern Europe and Russia (where Jews were frequently persecuted) and eventually in the United States. In the different places of Diaspora Jewish faith, worship and practice were developed in many different ways, as, for example, in Qabbalah and Hasidism. 


Hostility and persecution continued wherever the Jews went, but gradually they came to be accepted in various places, and increasingly many were assimilated into European societies. That was divisive among Jews: some thought that the laws in Torah should be interpreted and applied to changing circumstances; others believed that written Torah is immutable, and that the laws should not be altered, still less ignored, beyond the obvious fact that the Temple no longer stands. The divisions led to the formation of different and organized movements. Prominent among them are those movements known as Orthodox, Reform (also Liberal and Progressive) and Conservative Judaism.


The Jews still remained vulnerable and were often the victims of persecution, especially in Russia and Eastern Europe. At the end of the nineteenth century, therefore, the first moves were made to find a safe homeland for the Jews. Eventually pressure developed to restore the Jews to the Promised Land and to Jerusalem, or to Zion, as Jerusalem is also known – hence the name Zionism. The destruction of European Judaism under Nazi policy in the Holocaust accelerated Zionism, and the State of Israel was established in 1948.










Foundations


 


Many Jewish beliefs were formed during the Biblical period. Far-reaching were two beliefs, that God alone is God, and that some writings have come from God as revelation. 


These are the writings that eventually became the Jewish Bible (Tanach). It was believed that Torah came directly from God, that the Prophets (Nebiim) are the word of God mediated through inspired humans, and that the Writings (Ketubim) come from the less direct inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 


So this belief in inspiration and revelation does not mean that God took over the hand of the writers and wrote the books of the Bible without their help, but rather that God brought them into being with the assistance of particular people, accepting the limitations in their knowledge of the world. God therefore wrote with the human author, an understanding of revelation and inspiration known technically as ‘concursive’ (Latin, ‘writing with’). 


In some religions there may be stronger understandings of revelation, but in general the belief that God inspires some people to produce a revealed word has profoundly changed the world: at its most extreme, it allows the claim to be made that there are words which have absolute authority over human life. 


Such people are fundamentalists because they insist on the fundamental and incontrovertible truth of what they believe to be revelation. Some, but not all, Jews regard Torah in that way. The consequence of this belief for world history is obvious in the conflicts which arise when two non-negotiable revelations, Tanach and the Quran, come into dispute, as in the conflict over Israel/Palestine.


Jewish history and its Bible begin with the words, ‘In the beginning God created’: only three words in Hebrew (bereshith bara Elohim), yet they contain a belief that completely changed the world. The words state that all creation comes from God: God is not contained within creation but remains apart from it, so that if this universe comes to an end, God does not.


That is very different from other creation stories in the ancient world in which gods and goddesses appear within the process of creation. They may direct the process by, for example, overcoming the forces of chaos, but they are contained within it.


The Jews of old used some of those stories in the five different accounts of creation in the Bible. But they changed them to make it clear that God is the one who initiates creation and who remains independent of it even when overcoming chaos and disorder. Moreover, God makes humans ‘only a little lower than the angels’ in the wisdom and skills that they possess.


The power of human wisdom led to a belief, in later parts of the Bible, that Wisdom works as the agent of God in creation as ‘a skilled worker . . . rejoicing in God’s inhabited world and delighting in the human race’.


The belief that God creates all things with Wisdom is one of the two foundations of Western science, along with Greek rationality and science. From both together came the belief that the universe is consistent and reliable, open to investigation: apples do not fall off trees one day and fly to the moon the next; if not why not? 


The reliability of God is seen in creation, but the opening chapters of the Jewish Bible show how the original goodness of all creation is disturbed by humans when they decide to pursue knowledge come what may, making decisions without much reference to God. As a result, fundamental relationships break down, between humans and God, husbands and wives, town and country, the God-fearing and those who are not, all culminating in the conflict of divided languages and nations after the building of the Tower of Babel (for this story explaining the origin of different languages, see Genesis 11:1–9).


The question then facing God is how to put this right – if at all. God almost decides to erase the entire document of creation, in the Great Flood: ‘The Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth . . . and he said, “I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have created”’ (Genesis 6:6).


But the story of Noah tells how God nevertheless decided to make a new start with the one righteous man who was left, and it was with Noah and his descendants that God made a covenant, or agreement, of which the rainbow is to be a constant reminder.


In Jewish belief, this Covenant began the process of God’s work of repair, showing how life ought to be lived and put right when things have gone wrong. The history of the Jews in the Bible becomes the history of successive covenants with key people, beginning with Noah and with the famous Ancestors, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, continuing with Moses and the whole people, leading to the covenant with David and his successors. In this belief, the people are chosen by God to live in obedience to God’s word and to show what it means to live in holiness set apart in order to be close to God (an underlying meaning of holiness): ‘You shall be holy, for I The Lord your God am holy’ (Leviticus 19:2).


The Covenant is not only the key to understanding the history of the Jews, it is also a belief that has changed the world. The basic idea of the Covenant is that God offers peace and prosperity on condition that people keep the terms laid down. Both social life and individual life depend for their success on living in ways that express justice and mercy. If God is to keep the Covenant promises that God has made, life on the human side cannot be turned into tyranny and oppression. Yes, sometimes it is, and the Biblical history of the Jews shows how God reacts in anger. But in general, people know how they should behave: they know what is required of them: ‘to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with their God’ (Micah 6:8). The belief that covenants are the foundation of people living together in society condemns, as utterly destructive, sleaze and corruption in public life.


After the Covenant with Noah, God’s Covenant with Abram and his descendants (his name was later lengthened to Abraham) established a particular and special relationship between them. It began with God’s command to Abram to arise and go to a new land:


 


Now the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and by you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. (Genesis 12:1–3)


 


The end of the book of Genesis and the beginning of the book of Exodus tell how part of the kinship group descended from Abraham (the bene Jacob/Israel) became economic migrants and worked in Egypt, eventually as slaves. Jews believe that God rescued them from slavery and led them out (hence ‘Exodus’, Greek for ‘the road out’) to freedom. The Exodus and the beliefs associated with it continue to change the world because they often inspire those who rise against oppression. The cry of Moses, ‘Let my people go!’ is still heard. In Christianity, for example, it fuelled the long struggles against slavery, then against apartheid in South Africa, and it was the foundation of Liberation Theology, mainly in South America, but in parts of Asia as well. Liberation Theology asked, in the words of one of its founders, Gustavo Gutiérrez, ‘how to tell the non-person, the nonhuman, that God is love, and that this love makes us all brothers and sisters’.


After a period of testing in the wilderness, the people are brought to the land that God had promised to give them. The belief that God will rescue the chosen people has given hope to Jews even in the worst persecutions. It was during the wilderness period that God established through Moses the Covenant with the Jewish people. Torah contains narratives, but it also contains law codes and individual laws. In Jewish belief, it was through Moses that God entrusted Torah to the people: its 613 commands and prohibitions are the conditions of the Covenant.


Many Jews believe that all those laws were revealed through Moses, but others believe that, while they are all associated with Moses, some were added and organized later. What is therefore at issue among Jews is the extent to which every law must be obeyed as literally as possible (some are impossible because they refer to the now destroyed temple in Jerusalem), or the extent to which they can be adapted and applied to changing circumstances. The question is clear: while some laws are universal and must be obeyed, others apply to particular circumstances and must be interpreted and applied differently when circumstances change. But how is that to be done? 


This issue is as urgent today as it has ever been, and it is urgent far beyond the boundaries of Israel. The issue is the status in ethics of the authority of the Bible or of any other Scripture (particularly when understood as the Word of God) in decision-making. In authoritative sources of that kind, some commands apply always and everywhere, and such commands are known technically as ‘context-independent commands’. They are commands like, ‘Be holy as the Lord your God is holy.’ No matter what the context, that command has to be obeyed. The Ten Commandments were originally addressed to adult male Israelites only, but they came to be understood as moral law of that universal kind, even beyond Judaism, and that is why they were placed prominently in non-Jewish court-houses and churches.


Other commands, however, are very specific, and are really applications of those ‘context-independent commands’ to particular circumstances, and they are therefore known as ‘context-dependent applications’. Thus the command to a woman to bring two turtle-doves or two pigeons to the priest to make atonement after her menstruation is context-specific, and might be interpreted and applied differently now. 


This is a fundamental issue for all religions whose foundation documents – Scripture or any other claimed Revelation – include commands: it is to recognize how great the difference is between independent commands and dependent applications. If that difference is ignored, then many of the specific commands in revelation can only be obeyed by reproducing in the present day the circumstances in which the original commands were given. In that case, what happens is that the distinction in the original text is forgotten, and dependent applications are turned into independent commands.


An example of this at the present time is a tense issue in several religions. It is the prohibition against homosexual acts. Where the Bible is concerned, that was originally a context-dependent application, and for many believers it must be reassessed when the context changes, as now in terms of our better understanding of homosexuality. Others, however, have converted it into a context-independent command, so that homosexuality must always be condemned – hence the angry protest by Orthodox Jews against Gay Pride marches in Jerusalem. 


Beliefs that change the world may therefore themselves change, at least in application, when it is remembered that not all the commands in the Bible or other revealed texts are context-independent commands: many are context-dependent applications which do not have to be repeated in the same way for ever. That is the contested issue, and the different answers given change very greatly the worlds in which people live.










From the Promised Land to the Exile


 


In the Exodus and the Wilderness the foundations were laid of the most fundamental Jewish belief, that there is only one God whose name and nature have been revealed to a people chosen out of all the nations:


 


When the Most High apportioned the nations,


when he divided humankind,


he fixed the boundaries of the peoples according to the number of the gods;


the Lord’s own portion was his people,


Jacob his allotted share. (Deuteronomy 32:8f.)


 


The belief that there is ‘only one God’ does not sound startling now, but it certainly was in the ancient world, where there were many gods and goddesses who pursued their own lives and interests. In Jewish belief, God is the One from whom all creation comes, the unproduced Producer of all that is. There can only be God, not competing gods. This so-called monotheism (in Hebrew yihud haShem) is the foundation, not just of Judaism, but of Christianity and Islam as well, both of which acknowledge what they owe to this radical Jewish belief by understanding Abraham to be the father of all the faithful.


This basic statement of Jewish belief is summed up in a single verse in Deuteronomy 6:4: ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord [YHWH] is our God, the Lord is one.’ With other verses, this belief is recited twice daily in prayer, and from its opening word in Hebrew, shema (‘hear’), it is known as the Shema. Jewish history in the Biblical period shows how this total allegiance to the One, and only one, who is God overcame all temptation to follow other – and false – gods.


The four letters YHWH are the name of God. That name became so holy that it cannot be spoken, so it is not known how the name (in Hebrew, ha-Shem) was pronounced. Because it consists of four letters, YHWH, it is therefore known, from the Greek for ‘four letters’, as the Tetragrammaton. In the written or printed text of Torah, the vowels from the Hebrew word Adonai (‘my Lord’) are inserted into the letters YHWH in order to remind readers that no attempt should be made to pronounce the Name. It follows that the name Jehovah is certainly wrong, because it simply adds the vowels from the Hebrew of ‘my Lord’ (adonai) which were put there in the first place only in order to warn any reader not to try to pronounce the Name. YHWH is conventionally rendered as Yahweh, translated as ‘the Lord’.


As a reward for giving their allegiance to God, the Jews came to believe that they had been chosen by God out of all the nations to serve God and to keep faith with God, come what may. To be a chosen people in a Covenant with God involved far more by way of obligation and obedience (keeping the laws and the prohibitions of the Covenant) than it did of privilege, but it did at least carry with it the promise of a land where they would live, as we saw earlier in the Covenant with Abraham. The actual settlement in the land, however, required them, as a matter of obedience to the command of God, to drive out and if necessary kill existing populations, including women and children. An example of that command is in Deuteronomy 20:16–18:


 


As for the towns of these peoples that the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, you must not let anything that breathes remain alive. You shall annihilate them – the Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites – just as the Lord your God has commanded, so that they may not teach you to do all the forbidden things that they do for their gods, and you thus sin against the Lord your God. 
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