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      Faith, Exile, and Identity: The Middle East in History, is my attempt to stitch into one long narrative a story that is usually told in fragments. It opens with Abraham and Moses and moves forward through the age of the Maccabees to the Roman siege and destruction of Jerusalem under Titus. From there I follow the consequences of the Temple’s fall — the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE — and trace how Jewish life, ritual, and memory endured through exile, imperial pressure, and displacement. These early chapters examine how practices and stories—whether law, liturgy, or festival—kept a people intact, and how moments like Hanukkah carried meanings far deeper than a simple holiday.

      The narrative then turns to the rise of Christianity and the world that shaped it. Jesus of Nazareth comes into view in the age of Augustus (his public ministry later unfolded under Tiberius), and Paul takes the message well beyond Judea, so that the cross becomes more than a symbol of suffering: it becomes a force that reshapes history. I follow that road from the persecutions of the late Roman empire under Diocletian to the new political status Christianity achieved under Constantine, and from the claim of Peter’s legacy in Rome to the long history that culminated in the Great Schism. This section shows how a once-marginal belief moved into the center of imperial power and went on to divide the Christian world.

      As power consolidated, conflict intensified. The Crusades enter through the calls and ambitions of figures such as Urban II and later papal leaders like Innocent III, and through Muslim commanders such as Saladin, revealing how faith and violence became tightly entwined. The story then turns darker: the Black Death’s arrival in Europe, the ensuing waves of fear and penitence, and the persecutions that followed. These chapters show how plague reshaped societies, hardened religious tensions, and left cultural and psychological scars that lasted for centuries.

      From that fractured medieval world modern Europe gradually emerged. I trace the thread from entrenched prejudice into cultural memory—through figures like Shakespeare’s Shylock—and then onward into revolution, questions of citizenship, and the reach of empire under figures like Napoleon. These chapters explain how Jews moved, unevenly and painfully, from exclusion toward legal emancipation, and why that movement was never straightforward.

      The final part of the book follows the birth of modern Jewish thought and political action. Moses Mendelssohn opens the door to the Jewish Enlightenment; Leon Pinsker confronts the limits of assimilation; and Theodor Herzl steps onto the stage in Basel with a bold, risky political vision. I wrote these chapters to show how ideas, identity, and history converged into a movement that would reshape both the Middle East and the modern world.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FROM ABRAHAM TO TITUS

          

        

      

    

    
      What really holds people together? Is it the deterrent power of armies, the glitter of gold, or the symbolism stitched into flags? As Tyrion Lannister memorably answers in the finale of HBO’s Game of Thrones: stories. “There’s nothing in the world more powerful than a good story,” he says. “Nothing can stop it. No enemy can defeat it.” Stories spread on their own, resist erasure, and bind people across generations.

      Borrowing that image, consider this: from the long centuries before the Roman Empire’s birth, through its formal foundation, and on toward its zenith around the second century CE, which people carried the most moving, far-reaching narratives? It is hard to think of any whose stories were as tenacious, as resonant, and as widespread as those of the Jews.

      In the fifth book of our series, we already explored the stories Jews told about themselves. Now we return to a central question that emerged from that discussion: what really makes someone Jewish? Is it blood? That question deserves a closer look. Earlier we noted that Jews include Ashkenazi and Sephardi communities, as well as populations scattered in places like India, China, and Ethiopia. In other words, Jews come in many shades and appearances—which already tells us that a simple bloodline definition doesn’t capture the whole picture.

      Some might reply that in ancient times Jewish identity must have been hereditary — after all, didn’t we speak of the Twelve Tribes of Israel? True: in the first book we traced the patriarchal line — Abraham, his son Isaac, and Isaac’s son Jacob. Jacob, who was also called Israel, fathered twelve sons who became the ancestors of the Twelve Tribes. The family went down to Egypt, and generations later, when they left Egypt and returned to the land of their fathers, they were collectively known as the people of Israel — the descendants of Jacob.

      If that were truly the case, then what essential difference would there be between the descendants of Jacob and those of his brother Esau? After all, they were twin sons of Isaac and Rebekah. If bloodline alone determined Jewish identity, how do we explain that Esau — Isaac’s elder son — was not regarded as a Jew? From this line of reasoning it becomes clear that, even in the Bible’s earliest accounts, being Jewish was never defined purely by heredity.

      Beyond the biblical narratives, history adds more complexity. Of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, ten from the northern kingdom were scattered or assimilated after the Assyrian conquest in the 8th century BCE, the so‑called “lost ten tribes.” The Samaritans who later appear on the scene claimed descent from some of those Israelite tribes but were generally not accepted by mainstream Jewish communities as full kinsmen. And in the age of genetics, the picture remains mixed: genetic studies have found some shared signals within certain Jewish subgroups, yet they also reveal considerable diversity across Jewish populations. Reports of common features often reflect family‑level founder effects rather than a single, exclusive Jewish genetic signature.

      For example, one recent genetic study estimated that Ashkenazi Jews descend from an original founder population on the order of a few hundred individuals — commonly summarized as roughly 300–400 people, sometimes phrased as “about 330 families.” That finding points to a dramatic bottleneck in Ashkenazi history, but it does not imply that those founders were so genetically unique as to make Ashkenazi Jews categorically distinct from neighboring populations.

      This is like a family plagued by an inherited illness: you can't reduce Jewish identity to a simple bloodline. Some people leap from that conclusion to another false certainty — that if not by blood, then Jews must be defined solely by religion. That view, too, misses the nuance.

      Do you remember King Herod the Great? He came from an Idumaean (Edomite) background — a people who, centuries earlier, had been absorbed into the Jewish polity — and although he practiced Judaism, many of his contemporaries did not accept him as truly “one of them.” Ancient sources (for example, Josephus) and later historians note both his Jewish observance and the widespread reluctance among Jews to regard him as fully Jewish. The reasons were as much political and social as religious: Herod was a Roman client king, his family’s origins and his close ties to Rome colored how his peers judged him.

      That ambiguity is instructive for today. Simply declaring oneself a follower of Judaism is not always sufficient in communities shaped by long legal and communal traditions. Formal conversion in Jewish law normally requires sincere acceptance of the commandments, ritual steps such as immersion (and circumcision for men), and usually the approval of a rabbinic court. In practice, that process often involves study and guidance from a rabbi, and can be rigorous — but the exact requirements and the way they are applied vary by time, place, and community. The key point is this: belonging to the Jewish people has never been reducible to a single criterion, whether blood or a casual claim of faith; historical experience shows it is judged by a mix of law, ritual, social acceptance, and politics.

      Conversely, if a Jew stops practicing Judaism or even converts to another faith, is he still a Jew? The short answer, both historically and today, is yes. Across the centuries people of Jewish origin who abandoned Jewish practice were often still regarded as Jews by the societies around them — and sometimes persecuted for it. Consider medieval Iberia, where “conversos” (Jews who had converted to Christianity) were frequently suspected of secretly keeping Jewish rites and were targeted by the Inquisition; or the tragic modern example of Nazi Germany, which defined Jews by ancestry and hunted people with Jewish roots regardless of their beliefs or religious practice. Those cases show that Jewish identity has often been ascribed from the outside, not only claimed from within.

      In our highly secular age the number of Jews who are nonobservant or identify culturally rather than religiously is growing. These people may no longer follow Jewish law or attend synagogue, yet they are still commonly recognized as Jews — a distinction that sets Jewish identity apart from many other religious labels. Theologically speaking, Christianity tends to center on belief in Christ and Islam on submission to Allah and the Prophet; in practice, however, communal, cultural, and legal definitions complicate any simple criterion of belief or practice. In short, religion alone does not exhaust the question “Who is a Jew?”

      Are Jews a nationality? Clearly not in any simple sense. For nearly two millennia Jews lived without a sovereign state between the destruction of the Second Temple and the founding of modern Israel in 1948 — though there were earlier periods of Jewish autonomy, such as the Hasmonean kingdom. Today the political map is complicated: a significant portion of the population within the State of Israel are Arab citizens (many of whom identify as Palestinian Arabs), and large Palestinian populations live in the West Bank and Gaza. So Jewishness cannot be equated straightforwardly with a single national identity.

      Nor is Jewishness simply a race defined by blood, nor merely an ethnic category, nor just a religion, nor a language. Yet Judaism is woven through all of these threads — ancestry and law, culture and history, Hebrew and Yiddish, ritual and memory — producing an identity that cannot be reduced to any one label.

      In fact, even many Jews themselves find it hard to give a neat, precise definition of who counts as a Jew. Around the tenth century, the Jewish philosopher Saadia Gaon (c. 882–942), a leading figure of the Islamic Golden Age, wrote that it is the stories of the Torah that bind the Jewish people together spiritually. As I noted earlier, after roughly two thousand years of dispersion, the reason the Jewish people have managed to survive into our time is those very narratives — the stories repeated in homes, synagogues and study halls — a powerful testament to the sustaining force of tale and memory.

      So across more than two millennia, how did Jews hand these stories down from generation to generation? They relied on a dense web of customs, great and small: daily rites and prayers, lifecycle observances, and the rituals of festivals. Today, let us take a close, detailed look at the customs and everyday life of the Jewish people.

      Since Titus utterly destroyed Jerusalem in 70 CE, the Jewish people — though they rose in fierce resistance and displayed a stubborn resilience — could not reverse the fate that left most of them living away from their ancestral land for nearly two thousand years. Even subsequent uprisings, most notably the Bar Kokhba revolt of 132–135 CE, ended in failure and only deepened the dispersal.

      Across world history, the movement of peoples is a familiar drama. Germanic tribes swept across the Roman frontier, Vikings sailed and raided with audacious boldness, the Normans stamped their mark with distinctive tactics and an appetite for expansion, and the Ottomans expanded into an empire over centuries. These trajectories, however, were not the same as that of the Jews. Those groups often conquered, settled, and ruled: when they arrived on new soil they frequently imposed their will by force, reshaped institutions, and left their language and customs behind as durable legacies — a pattern of conquest and assimilation quite distinct from the Jewish experience.

      Dispersed Jews did not generally possess the military power to seize and hold territory, nor, for the most part, did they seek to. Many communities wanted merely to settle, to live quiet, devout lives in a fixed place rather than to become conquerors. In the diaspora Jews commonly kept to themselves and showed limited interest in local politics; organized military forces were rare among these communities, though there were exceptions in different times and places. Economically, Jews often found niches in commerce — because of legal, social, and economic constraints they gravitated toward trade, finance, and certain crafts. As noted in the previous book, many worked as moneylenders or developed specialized artisanal skills, carving out livelihoods that allowed them to survive and sometimes thrive without control of land or state power.

      From the standpoint of everyday social life, these Jews appeared as “harmless people” living quietly among the wider populace. Unlike societies that carved out territory through sheer force, Jews—at many times and in many places across Europe—often found themselves unwelcome. That broad truth, however, masks important nuance: acceptance and hostility varied by region and era, and some rulers even valued Jewish communities for their skills in trade, finance, and administration. Still, the commonest pretext for local animosity was simple and persistent—the Jews’ different way of life.

      But there’s an interesting paradox here. A minority fears becoming indistinguishable from the majority, because assimilation would erase what makes it unique; yet it fears even more being cast as alien by that same majority. For centuries, Jews living in foreign lands have been trapped in that double bind: clinging to identity while being squeezed by suspicion and exclusion.

      When it comes to clothing, food, housing and daily habits, Jewish customs often stand apart from those of other peoples. Let’s dig into a few of the distinctive features of Jewish life — starting with marriage.

      You might be surprised to learn that, in traditional Jewish sources, monogamy was not presented as an explicit, legally mandated norm. Neither the Torah — the first five books of the Hebrew Bible — nor the Talmud — the vast rabbinic compilation of law, discussion and precedent — contains a clear, blanket command that a man may have only one wife. That absence has led to a common misconception: many assume that monogamy sprang directly from Judaism or Christianity, as if those faiths invented the practice. In fact, the biblical record itself offers many examples of men with multiple wives or concubines.

      The creation story of Adam and Eve gives us a single couple, but elsewhere the narrative paints a different picture. Think of Abraham — who had Sarah and Hagar (and, according to Genesis, later a wife named Keturah) — or Jacob, who took Leah, Rachel and their maidservants into his household. Think of King David, who had several wives, and Solomon, who, the Bible says, took hundreds of wives and concubines. These are not marginal figures; even leaders often kept multiple wives. That said, saying “without exception” would be too strong — there are biblical figures portrayed as monogamous as well — but the prevalence of polygamy among key characters is unmistakable.

      In the Bible we don’t find God laying down a neat, doctrinal slogan like “one wife is best” or “one husband is best.” The scriptures are complicated: there are creation passages that imply a paired human ideal, yet the historical narratives record many patriarchs with multiple wives, and the New Testament later places clearer expectations of monogamy on church leaders. So the text and the practice don’t always line up neatly.

      Monogamous pair‑bonding, however, did appear early and widely in human societies. In ancient Egypt, for example, monogamy was the everyday norm for most people — tomb inscriptions and burial practices overwhelmingly reflect paired spouses — even though royalty and elites sometimes kept multiple wives or concubines. Ancient Greece offers a similar picture: citizen marriage was generally a one‑spouse institution in law and custom, though extramarital relationships, concubinage, and the world of courtesans complicated private life. Some Greek writers and medical or ethical texts commented on marital duties and sex within marriage, but there’s no solid evidence of a universal legal “quota” regulating how many times couples must sleep together each month.

      Alexander the Great is often invoked as an example of a leader who appeared to practice conventional marital behavior early on: Roxana is remembered as his principal wife. Yet even his marriages had political overtones — he later took other wives for alliance reasons — so it’s an oversimplification to hold him up as a pure example of lifelong, exclusive monogamy.

      Rome inherited much from Greece in this regard: monogamous marriage among citizens was the legal norm, though elite practices and private morality could be messy. A couple of commonly misstated episodes need straightening. Vespasian was a general sent in the 60s CE to help suppress the Jewish revolt (the Great Jewish War); he was not “deposed” and then “recalled” by Nero. Nero’s own marital affairs were equally notorious: he divorced and exiled his first wife, Claudia Octavia, and later married Poppaea Sabina — who was not a mere maidservant but a high‑status woman whose relationship with Nero is the stuff of scandalous rumor in the sources. All these dramas unfolded long before Christianity became the Roman state religion.

      The key point is this: the presence of monogamy as a social norm did not automatically translate into higher moral standing or greater legal power for women. In both Greece and Rome, intimate relations were often chaotic, unequal, and entangled with politics and status. You can see a reflection of that disorder in the love‑lives of the very gods they worshipped — incest, adultery, jealousies and rivalries weave through their myths, and the messiness of human marriage sits comfortably alongside the messiness of divine relationships.

      In any case, in Greece and Rome monogamy was not just common — it was the system formally prescribed and widely expected. Jewish practice, however, operated under a different legal horizon. Traditional Jewish law permitted a man to take more than one wife, and that made for a very different social calculus.

      It’s worth stressing one practical point: many Jews were concentrated in towns and cities where commercial life flourished. Urban communities tended to produce a good number of merchants, artisans and money‑lenders — not that every Jew was a lender, but in dense civic settings Jews were often visible as traders, craftsmen and financial actors. And we all know what two things stir the most jealousy in tight quarters: money and sex.

      Imagine, then, a prosperous urban Jew who not only had funds and a successful trade but also kept an extra wife or two. In a crowded city that combination — relative wealth together with a household arrangement that differed from the surrounding norm — was likely to attract attention and envy. For that reason, while Jewish law allowed polygyny, the actual practice of taking multiple wives grew steadily less common in many Greco‑Roman urban contexts where monogamy was the social norm.

      A further curb on the practice came later in medieval Europe. Rabbi Gershom ben Judah — usually called Rabbeinu Gershom (born c. 960, active into the early 11th century) — issued a ban on polygamy that was taken up by Ashkenazi communities in Central and Northern Europe. That ruling, enacted around the turn of the 11th century, effectively prohibited polygyny among Ashkenazic Jews, though it did not carry the same immediate authority in many Sephardic communities. In short, while Jewish law retained provisions for multiple wives, by the medieval period and in many urban settings such arrangements were increasingly unusual.

      Having sketched the varieties and limits of marriage, let us now turn our attention to Jewish dress.

      Today, when we bring up the idea of “conservative dress,” most people’s minds jump straight to parts of the Middle East — countries like Saudi Arabia or war-torn Afghanistan — places often associated with strict rules about how women should look in public. You’ve probably seen striking images: women in long black cloaks, faces veiled, features hidden. But the picture is more complicated than a single word.

      That full-face covering people often picture is not always a burqa. In fact, a burqa — most commonly associated with Afghanistan and some South Asian contexts — covers the entire body and face and typically has a woven screen or mesh over the eyes. There’s also the niqab, which leaves only the eyes visible; the abaya, a long black outer robe common in the Gulf; and the hijab, the general term for a headscarf that many Muslim women wear. These garments overlap in look and meaning but come from different cultures, histories, and local customs.

      Even in Arab countries that are relatively more secular or socially open, many women still wear headscarves — often by personal, cultural, or religious choice rather than by universal legal requirement. The region’s dress codes are a patchwork of tradition, religion, social pressure, and law, and the plain image of “women shrouded in black” tells only part of the story.

      In fact, as noted earlier, the common image of strict, ancient dress codes in Arabia is misleading. More than 1,400 years ago—in the pre-Islamic Arabian world—there were no such rigid rules about how people had to dress. And while the Qur'an contains verses urging modesty and instructing women to draw their garments around themselves, it does not lay down a single, universally agreed, explicit formula requiring every woman to cover her hair in the way popular imagination often assumes; much depends on later interpretation and local custom.

      What is less widely known is that many Jewish communities adopted hair‑covering practices long before the Common Era. That said, this was not a perfectly uniform or unchanging custom everywhere: across time and place Jewish women’s practices varied, and the rules about covered hair became more clearly codified in later rabbinic sources.

      So where did the idea of covering the head come from? If you have ever been to the Middle East, or seen the region on film, you know it bakes under a fierce sun and is often short on green shade. People quickly learned that head coverings had practical advantages: they keep you cooler, reduce sunburn, and block wind and sand. Long before religions were codified, two basic coping strategies emerged in the region: one was to shelter the head with cloth or hats; the other was to shave the head entirely. These habits were largely responses to climate and hygiene rather than—originally—to doctrine.

      Look at Egyptian murals and reliefs and you’ll see the same logic at work: bald scalps, wigs, and headpieces designed to shield the neck and face. In ancient Egypt shaving the head was practical—cooler in the heat and easier to keep free of lice—and wigs and hats could then be worn for comfort, protection and ornament.

      As societies grew more complex and resources increased, these practical items picked up decorative detailing. Different materials and levels of craftsmanship turned headgear into markers of status. And in those earlier periods, such coverings were often worn by both men and women as part of everyday life or social protocol, rather than being exclusively female attire.

      And it was among the Jews that this practice first became enshrined as a sacred, written covenant in their scriptures — a rite woven into the story of the people and their God. So how did that association come about?
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      Judaism has long placed a special emphasis on married women covering their hair, and one of the traditional touchstones for that practice is the biblical "sotah" episode in Numbers — the ritual applied to a woman suspected of adultery. In that rite the priest loosens or uncovers her hair and conducts an ordeal that, by any measure, was shaming. Over the centuries rabbis have cited and reinterpreted passages like this one as they worked out norms of modesty; in some communities that process produced very strict rules, insisting that a married woman’s hair be completely concealed, while in others the standards are looser or expressed differently — a scarf (tichel), a hat, or even a wig (sheitel) may be deemed acceptable.

      Today the range of practice is wide. Some ultra‑Orthodox (Haredi) communities enforce extremely conservative dress codes and modesty norms — women wear long sleeves, long skirts, and head coverings, and some groups demand very thorough concealment of the hair. That said, the image of women wrapped from head to toe in burqa‑like garments — as if mirroring Afghan dress — is an overstatement for most Jewish communities; very few Jewish traditions actually practice full‑face veiling in that way, and for outsiders such comparisons can be misleading.

      Nor is North American Jewish life monolithic. Cities such as New York and Jerusalem contain dense Orthodox enclaves where traditional norms are vigorous and where gender separation in schooling often begins at very young ages — sometimes as early as preschool. But across North America the Jewish population includes large numbers of Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, and secular Jews for whom such practices are not the norm. The result is a fascinating, and sometimes perplexing, mosaic: when you connect these patterns of gendered dress and early educational segregation with traditional Jewish marriage practices we’ve already discussed, the contrasts with classical Greek and Roman social norms become especially striking.

      Jews accepted the institution of polygyny — in other words, the law and tradition of ancient Israel did allow a man to take more than one wife — yet in ordinary life Jewish communities tended to be intensely conservative about sexual and emotional boundaries between men and women. There was little tolerance for improper intimacy outside marriage, and the rules governing family honor and purity were enforced with seriousness.

      Greek and Roman societies presented a contrast. In public law and civic status, formal marriage was built on monogamy: legal recognition, inheritance, and social rank depended on a single lawful spouse. Yet in private life men often enjoyed far more latitude — extramarital relationships, concubinage, and other informal liaisons were common and frequently tolerated, even if they were condemned rhetorically. If there is a single point of agreement between these worlds, it is that women in both cultures usually occupied a subordinate position compared with men — though how that subordination played out varied by time, place, and class.

      Framed by that social landscape, one can easily imagine a married Jewish man growing hypervigilant. If Greeks or Romans around him were accustomed to casting covetous eyes — whether on a lone wife or on several wives, in the case of a polygynous household — his anxiety would rise accordingly. The greater the threat he perceived, the harder he would press his female relatives to adopt modest dress and behaviors: to be shrouded, guarded and kept from tempting sight, wrapped in an almost impenetrable shield of modesty from head to foot.

      From this, it becomes clear that Jewish women in the period we’ve been describing were highly recognizable—their dress, bearing, and visible customs set them apart to contemporaries.

      Having sketched those distinctive traits among Jewish women, let us now turn our eyes to the men: what features made Jewish men similarly unmistakable? What garments, grooming, gestures, or habits marked them out in the same era?

      Jewish men do not cut the hair at their temples. Even today you can see many traditionally observant Jewish men who leave those sidelocks—pe'ot—untouched. It isn’t just that the hair isn’t trimmed; it often falls naturally, sometimes quite long. In some conservative communities you’ll even see boys with the top of the head closely cropped while the sidelocks on each side are left to grow—sometimes down to the shoulders or even the chest. That custom traces back to the Torah, which contains a command often rendered along the lines of “do not round off the hair at your temples” (see Leviticus).

      Who wrote the Torah? In religious tradition, Moses is credited with composing it, and the book includes the related regulations. Modern scholarship, however, treats the Torah as a composite work compiled from multiple sources over time — a nuance worth noting when you try to pin down origins. Still, when you flip through movie and TV adaptations of books like Exodus, you’ll notice those productions rarely show characters wearing sidelocks; filmmakers either ignore the detail or simplify the look for a wider audience.

      Some Jews also traditionally grew beards and avoided shaving. In fact, early Greeks and Romans often wore beards, too. Puzzlingly, though, shaving became increasingly common in Roman society during the later Republican and early Imperial periods — roughly the centuries around the 3rd to 1st centuries BCE — a shift whose precise timing and causes historians still debate.

      From that period on, Roman men also stopped wearing long hair. Look at the surviving Roman statues from that era: the men’s faces are neat, their hair cropped close, and many are clean‑shaven. Taken together, haircut and the presence or absence of a beard often created a instantly readable visual code — a quick way for contemporaries to mark who was Roman and who belonged to other communities, like Jews — though, of course, styles shifted over time and there were many exceptions.

      When people think of Jewish male dress, the small skullcap commonly called the kippah (or yarmulke) usually comes to mind. The image of that little cap is powerful: head‑covering has deep roots in the ancient Near East, and Jewish head‑covering customs are very old. Some scholars even trace similar practices back into antiquity — including Egypt, where people often shaved and used wigs or cloths — but a direct, unbroken line from ancient Egyptian headgear to the modern kippah is not firmly established. One practical origin story is simple and sensible: when heads were shaved, wearing heavy crowns, helmets, or headdresses could be uncomfortable, so a soft, round piece of cloth placed over the crown would both cushion and cover the scalp — a small comfort that, over time, could become a cultural and religious signifier.

      The Jewish skullcap probably arose for similar, practical reasons. More than a mere fashion item, it grew out of religious habit — a simple, portable way to show reverence whenever prayer called.

      It's often said that the Torah expressly commands covering the head during prayer, but that's a simplification. The written Torah does not issue a direct rule to wear a cap when praying. What the Torah does command — for example, the instruction to bind certain words "as frontlets between your eyes" (Deuteronomy 6:8) — is the scriptural source for tefillin, the small leather boxes containing scriptural passages. The custom of covering one's head itself developed in rabbinic practice and communal life as a sign of respect and humility. Over time, a tiny, foldable cap — the kippah or yarmulke — became the easiest way for frequent worshippers to ensure their head was covered: soft, pocketable, and ready to be opened and placed on the head whenever prayer or piety demanded.

      If you've seen prayer scenes in films or on television, you may have noticed some Jewish men wearing a small black box on the head. That image points to tefillin. In reality, tefillin are a pair of small black leather boxes — one placed on the forehead (the tefillin shel rosh) and one strapped to the arm and bound along the forearm and hand (the tefillin shel yad). They are worn according to rabbinic interpretation of biblical verses, typically during weekday morning prayers. At a glance the forehead box might remind you of the crowns worn by adult men in ancient China, but the comparison is only superficial: those crowns generally sat on the crown of the head, whereas the tefillin’s box is fastened above the forehead and is part of a very different ritual apparatus.

      These "tefillin" don't only sit on their heads. If you look more closely, you'll notice a second box strapped to the arm as well—traditionally placed on the bicep of the arm a person uses less (so for most right‑handed men it’s the left arm). The little leather boxes hold handwritten Torah passages (including the Shema), and the straps are wound down the arm and hand. More than a ritual prop, tefillin are meant to keep alive the memory of the Exodus—how Moses led their ancestors out of Egypt toward the Promised Land—and to serve as a physical reminder of the covenant and the commandments. They are worn mainly during the weekday morning prayers.

      Jewish men also wear a distinctive prayer shawl called a tallit. You may have seen it: a large, white rectangular cloth often edged with black (or blue) stripes, with tassels (tzitzit) tied at the corners. It is draped over the shoulders like a shawl and sometimes pulled over the head during prayer. Traditionally it has been worn by men, though in many non‑Orthodox communities women wear a tallit as well.

      Like the other Jewish garments I mentioned earlier, this shawl most likely grew out of Middle Eastern clothing traditions—later taking on a distinct religious identity in the Bible. The command about fringes and ritual garments (tzitzit) turned such cloaks into visible signs of Jewish devotion, so in antiquity things like hairstyle, beards, hats and shawls often served as unmistakable markers of Jewish men.

      If you look at the Jews you see today in black coats or black suits from head to toe, often topped with a black hat, that whole look only really crystallized after the 18th century. It’s associated especially with Ashkenazi Orthodox communities—Hasidim and other Haredim—whose leaders and communal habits in Eastern Europe helped standardize a sombre, modest dress code in the 18th–19th centuries. Put together with the marriage customs and strict norms about male–female relations we’ve already discussed, it’s easy to understand why outsiders compared to classical Greek and Roman societies have long regarded many Jewish communities as socially conservative.

      But be careful: some of those comparisons slid into caricature. A particularly grotesque rumor circulated in the West—that every Jewish household keeps a bedsheet with a hole in it as a supposed “tool” for procreation—is a false, anti‑Semitic myth, not a factual practice. Such stories reveal less about Jewish life than about the stubborn stereotypes in Western imagination, which have often painted Jews as uniformly, unchangingly conservative when in reality practices and attitudes vary widely across time and place.

      Having explained the background, let's move on to a topic people are usually curious about: what exactly are Jewish dietary practices?

      When you think about food and Judaism, the first thing that probably comes to mind are the religious rules that govern what Jews may eat. The system of Jewish dietary law is commonly referred to in English as kosher (Hebrew: kashrut). These rules share many similarities with Muslim halal dietary laws, yet there are also important differences. Next, we'll lay those similarities and differences side by side and compare kosher rules with halal rules.

      Let's take a closer look at what "kosher" actually means and what it requires. At its core, Jewish dietary law — kashrut — hangs on three broad pillars that people usually name first: some animals are forbidden to eat; the method of slaughter must follow Jewish law; and meat and dairy may not be eaten together. These three ideas form the basic framework of kosher practice, though in reality the rules branch into many detailed laws and exceptions.

      First, then: which animals are forbidden? The pig is the one most people think of, but the prohibition goes far beyond pigs. The Torah gives specific lists and criteria for land animals: to be permitted an animal must both "chew the cud" and have split (cloven) hooves. Only when both conditions are met is the animal kosher.

      What does that mean in practice? "Chewing the cud" refers to animals that ruminate — animals that re-chew and reprocess their plant food — and those animals are, of course, mammals and generally herbivores. Pigs, for example, have cloven hooves but do not ruminate, so they are forbidden despite the split hooves. Deer, cattle, and sheep satisfy both conditions and are therefore permitted.

      Camels present a point worth clarifying: camels are listed in the Torah among the prohibited animals not because they lack the behavior of rechewing plant material — they do exhibit cud‑chewing/rumination-like behavior — but because they do not have true split hooves. In short, camels may ruminate in a biological sense but fail the "split hooves" criterion and so are not kosher. Similarly, horses are not permissible: they are odd‑toed ungulates, not ruminants, and do not have cloven hooves.

      By the same rule, animals such as hares/rabbits, bears, dogs, and cats are forbidden — they do not meet the twin requirement of cloven hooves plus true rumination. (A technical note: rabbits are not true ruminants biologically — they use hindgut fermentation — yet in the Torah they are nevertheless classified as lacking the required hoof characteristic and thus non‑kosher.)

      So the bottom line for land animals is simple in formulation but specific in practice: both cud‑chewing and split hooves are required; lacking either one makes the animal non‑kosher.

      Some people wonder why the rule insists that an animal must both chew the cud and have split hooves before it can be eaten. The short answer is simple: God told the Israelites that such animals are clean, and eating them does not make a person ritually impure. The text itself offers no metaphysical justification for why those signs indicate cleanliness—indeed, in mythic or religious frameworks, the decrees of a higher power often stand as their own reason (see Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14).

      What I described so far mostly concerns mammals. Now turn to birds: are birds permissible? Yes, provided they are not predators or scavengers. The Torah lists a number of forbidden birds—eagles, hawks and their kin among them—so birds of prey are out.

      Next come the insects. For most of Jewish practice, insects are off-limits. The biblical text also treats creeping flying things as generally prohibited, though it does mention a narrow category of locusts that some communities historically ate; by and large, rabbinic tradition forbids insect consumption for most Jews. So things like silkworm pupae are not kosher—indeed, to many observant Jews, even accidentally swallowing an insect raises complicated legal and ritual questions rather than a trivial slip of the tongue.

      Those rules apply to land animals and birds; now look at the water. Only water creatures that have both fins and scales are permitted. That simple criterion immediately rules out shellfish—scallops, abalone—and all the familiar crustaceans: shrimp, lobster, crab. Sea cucumbers, sea urchins and similar marine life are likewise forbidden. Marine mammals, too—whales, seals and the like—fail the test because they don’t have scales. By that logic, it seems at first glance that only “fish” remain, yet not every fish qualifies: any fish lacking true scales is excluded. Catfish, for example, have smooth skin rather than scales; sturgeon possess bony scutes rather than ordinary scales, and are treated as non-kosher by most authorities; and various small bottom-dwellers likewise lack the required scales. The finer points—exactly which species count as having the lawful kind of scales—have spawned lengthy debate in rabbinic literature, but the principle is straightforward.

      Some readers may ask why these particular signs were chosen. The traditional answer is the one already given: this is God’s command, and in that register no further explanation is required. This is the first rule: that some animals may not be eaten, right?

      However, even if an animal meets the anatomical criteria for being clean, that alone does not make it permissible to eat. There is a second, equally decisive rule: the animal must be slaughtered according to Jewish law — the ritual known as shechita. We won't delve into theology here, only into the method itself. Shechita requires a very sharp, smooth blade (the chalaf) and a single, uninterrupted cut. That single stroke is intended to sever the throat, esophagus and major blood vessels in one motion, so the animal loses consciousness quickly and dies from rapid blood loss. It is about a swift, humane cut — not the literal expectation of instantaneous death.

      Another concern in the tradition is the treatment of other animals: Jewish law and rabbinic writings emphasize minimizing an animal’s suffering, and therefore there are instructions to avoid slaughter practices that would unduly alarm or traumatize other nearby animals. The original absolute claim that “no other animals may be present as observers” should be softened: the emphasis is on preventing distress to fellow animals, and practices vary by community and era.

      After shechita, kosher slaughter requires that the blood be removed — blood is not permitted to be eaten. That is why dishes built around blood, such as duck-blood tofu or duck-blood vermicelli soup, would not be acceptable under these rules. Likewise, certain parts of the carcass are specially regulated: the sciatic nerve (gid hanasheh) and certain forbidden fats (chelev) may not be eaten, and removing them (nikkur) is a difficult, time-consuming process. For that reason, many communities — especially Ashkenazi Jews — historically avoided consuming the hindquarters of cows and sheep altogether.

      Many people regard shechita as relatively humane, and I suspect its original intent was benevolent. But in our age of industrialized, assembly-line slaughter, insisting on this ancient method often becomes as much about serving a large religious market as about practice itself. In antiquity, when animals were slaughtered singly, the method likely reflected genuine concern for minimizing suffering; that benevolent essence is the distinguishing spirit behind the practice.

      There is a further rule: if an animal is diseased or manifestly unfit, its meat is forbidden — another important dimension of Jewish dietary law. And finally, milk and meat must never be combined. That prohibition stems from the Biblical injunction, variously translated as “You shall not cook a kid in its mother’s milk,” found in Exodus 23:19, Exodus 34:26, and Deuteronomy 14:21. From that short line arose the broad rabbinic rule separating dairy and meat — no cooking together, no eating together, and in many communities, no simultaneous serving.

      An authentic Jewish-style hamburger would almost certainly never come topped with cheese. That’s because Jewish dietary law splits foods into distinct categories—meat (fleishig), dairy (milchig), and a neutral class often called pareve—and meat and dairy simply do not mix. In many traditionally observant Jewish homes this principle becomes a kind of domestic architecture: cabinets and drawers are apportioned, knives and utensils are kept apart, and refrigerators are organized so one shelf is for dairy, another for meat. The knife used for slicing cheese might live in one drawer, while the one that carves brisket is kept elsewhere. Even today, devout households often observe waiting periods between meat and dairy; many Ashkenazi communities wait six hours, but customs vary by region and tradition (some wait three hours, others an hour), so the practice is not uniform.

      Now consider how this compares to Muslim halal rules. Halal also narrows the field of permissible animals—most strikingly, pork is absolutely forbidden—but it does not rely on the ruminant-with-split-hooves test in the same way kosher law does. In Islam an animal’s permissibility depends on a combination of its nature and the method of slaughter: carnivores and birds of prey are generally off limits, while many herbivores and omnivores are allowed so long as they are slaughtered according to halal procedures (the prescribed zabiha/dhabihah method). Thus animals like camels are commonly permitted, and creatures such as rabbits are generally acceptable provided the slaughter follows halal rules.

      Seafood is another area of difference—and a tricky one. Many Muslims regard most seafood as halal, but Islamic schools differ: some, especially the Hanafi tradition, tend to recognize only fish as permissible, whereas other schools allow a broader range of sea creatures. Unlike kosher law, halal does not categorically forbid combining dairy and meat, so in that respect halal can appear more permissive.

      Alcohol marks another clear divide. Intoxicating drinks are forbidden in Islam, and the use of alcoholic beverages as a seasoning or ingredient is widely avoided; nevertheless, there is scholarly debate over edge cases—vinegar derived from wine, trace alcohol left after cooking, or non-intoxicating derivatives are treated differently by different jurists.

      Which system is “stricter”? It depends on what you measure: kosher law has stringent rules about mixing meat and dairy, specific forbidden species like shellfish, and precise slaughter and inspection standards; halal focuses on its own set of species rules, slaughter procedures, and the prohibition of intoxicants. In increasingly secular places many people draw a clearer line between religious observance and everyday life, and supermarkets now routinely display products labeled halal, spicy, or certified kosher. In the West, kosher certification is typically shown by recognized symbols—such as a circled U (OU), a circled K, or other organizational marks—while halal products are usually stamped or printed with the word “halal.”

      So there you have it — the basic dietary rules observed by Jews: the long-standing laws of kashrut, commonly called "Kosher."

    





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-6-faith-exile-and-identity-final-v2.jpg
FAITH,
EXILE, AND
IDENTITY

TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT







