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1
the roots of belief and practice – the Bible


 


The roots of Judaism are found in the Hebrew Bible. There we find the story of the covenant between God and his people and an interpretation of its significance. In order to keep the covenant, God’s people must follow the Torah (‘Law’, ‘Direction’, or ‘Teaching’). Torah can mean the first section of the Bible (the first five books), the entire Hebrew Bible, or the whole of Jewish teaching based on the Bible. At the heart of the notion of a ‘chosen people’ is not so much privilege as mitzvah (‘obligation’). The Neviim (‘Prophets’) constitute the second section of the Bible. These books are prophetic not in the sense that they foretell the future so much as that they evaluate the historical experience of the Jewish people in terms of God’s activity. The Ketuvim (‘Writings’) comprise the third and last section of the Hebrew Bible and represent diverse viewpoints developed over centuries.


Judaism begins


The religion portrayed in the Bible cannot be simply equated with Judaism. The religion of the Bible represents diverse circles with diverse viewpoints developed over centuries. Neither is there one circle or viewpoint which can be said to represent modern Judaism. Nonetheless, certain key ideas can be identified as assuming crucial importance in the Bible and as being influential in shaping Judaism. These revolve round the triangle of people, God and Torah. Inextricably linked to the people is the land. These key ideas are expressed in the Bible, not in the form of creed but in the form of history. Some say that Judaism begins with Abraham, the first person with whom God makes a covenant and to whom God promises the land (Genesis 15:18; 17:2, 19). Certainly, he is regarded as the father or patriarch of the Jewish people. (His son, Isaac, and grandson, Jacob, are also regarded as patriarchs and their wives as matriarchs.) Others consider it more appropriate to locate the beginning of Judaism in the formation of Scripture, in the period after the destruction of the first Temple in 586 BCE. Though most of the events described in the Bible take place before this date, some writing and most collecting of the writing occurs after it. It is the written record which seeks to give enduring significance to the ancient history of a particular group of people.


The Hebrew Bible


The books fall into three main sections. The section which comes first, both in its formation and in its importance, is Torah, often translated as ‘Law’ but better rendered as ‘Teaching’ or ‘Direction’. This comprises the first five books (known, therefore, also by the Greek name, the Pentateuch). The second section comprises the Neviim, (‘Prophets’), which is sometimes subdivided into Former and Latter Prophets and which altogether comprises 19 books, though one book can be subdivided into 12 smaller units (the Minor Prophets). The third section comprises all the remaining books. Of very varied character, this section is known as the Ketuvim, (‘Writings’). The Torah plays a vital role in Jewish worship, a portion being read at every Sabbath morning service from specially prepared parchment scrolls. The Prophets play a complementary role at this service, with selected excerpts being read from printed texts, while the Writings do not figure in the public readings, except notably on certain special days for which a particular book has particular significance, for example, Esther at the Festival of Purim (see Chapter 10).


The term ‘Torah’ can be used of the entire Hebrew Bible and indeed of the Bible together with the rabbinic teachings which evolved during the first five or six centuries CE. Its most specific use, however, is for the first five books of the Bible. This use is both a little misleading and highly appropriate. It is misleading in that it perhaps suggests that all of the five books are written in the same style and have the same concerns. The reality is that many different strands of material are here collected together. To call the whole lot ‘Torah’, ‘Direction’ or ‘Teaching’ is, however, appropriate in that its unifying concern is God’s direction for the people of Israel. Many passages in it are introduced by such phrases as: ‘The Lord said to Moses’ and this ancient belief in Mosaic authorship is still part of Orthodox Jewish faith.


God the creator of the world


It is all the more striking that this handbook for Jewish living opens with an account of the creation of the world as a whole. Genesis 1–2 contains, in fact, two different accounts but both stress the sovereign purpose of God and the responsibility given to humankind for the care of the created world. The stories in the first 11 chapters of Genesis raise deep questions about the relationship between God and human beings. God’s despair characterizes the ten generations between Adam and Noah and then God’s waiting for humanity to acknowledge him as creator characterizes the next ten generations from Noah to Abraham. The focus then narrows to Abraham, his wife, Sarah, and their descendants. Through their responsiveness to God’s commands, the people of Israel is formed. The name ‘Israel’ is the one given to Jacob (Genesis 35:10) and so the descendants are literally the ‘children of Israel’. The term ‘Hebrews’ is used of this original group of Semites, as in Genesis 14:13 (others, such as Arabs, are also Semites) and the term ‘Jews’ historically belongs to Israelites from the sixth century BCE. They (the ‘Yehudim’) were the people from the southern kingdom of Yehuda (‘Judah’), a term used of the province of ‘Judea’ in Maccabean times and still used by Jews to denote this area south of Jerusalem. The name of ‘Israel’ comes also to be applied to the land which when promised to Abraham is called ‘Canaan’ and is occupied by the Canaanites (see, notably, Genesis 12 and 17).


Obligations of a chosen people


The notion of a ‘chosen people’ is open to serious misunderstanding, by Jews if they forget the conditional nature of this covenant struck with Moses on their behalf and by non-Jews if they see it as limiting God’s concern for the children of Israel exclusively. The point of this passage, and of others in the Torah and the Neviim (‘Prophets’), is that the children of Israel are chosen to play a special role in God’s plan for ‘the whole earth’. It is not that they are better than other people, any more than priests, who in ancient Israel represented the people before God and God before the people, were better than non-priests. They are simply called to a different task. Their task is to be a holy nation, a nation set apart.


To indicate the special obligations laid on Israel is the central purpose of the book of Exodus. The early chapters present the story of the slavery of Jacob’s descendants in Egypt and their liberation to ‘a land flowing with milk and honey’ (3:8) under the leadership of Moses. This ‘exodus’ (the Greek for ‘going out’) from Egypt is the major event in Jewish history, celebrated annually at Passover (see Chapter 11) and recalled constantly in Jewish liturgy. The culmination of the exodus is the affirmation of the covenant at Mount Sinai (also called Horeb) described in Exodus 19. The following chapter states ten of the commandments involved in keeping the covenant. These mitzvot (‘commandments’ or ‘obligations’), singular mitzvah, are both positive (e.g. ‘Honour your father and your mother’) and negative (e.g. ‘You shall not murder’). The first of these ten words (as the Greek term Decalogue calls them) is actually a statement which sets all the other commandments in context:


 


I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.


(Exodus 20:2)


The mitzvot of Exodus 20 (also found in Deuteronomy 5) concern both worship and morality. ‘Remember the Sabbath day’ is a ritual mitzvah, while ‘You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour’ is an ethical mitzvah. There is a tradition that the mitzvot found in the Torah number 613. They divide into positive (248) and negative (365).


The Prophets


In popular speech ‘prophecy’ is a prediction about the future. When we turn to prophecy in the Hebrew Bible, however, we see that the future is not its major concern. The first four books of the Neviim (‘Prophets’) are predominantly concerned with the past and the implications for the present. The writers of the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings relate events in the people’s history from their entry into Canaan until the destruction of Jerusalem some 500 years later. But as they do so, they interpret the events in terms of their theological perspective. The books are prophetic rather than historical in that they evaluate history according to the divine guidance it shows and the moral lessons to be learned from it. The dominant thought is that obedience to God brings prosperity while disobedience brings disaster. The Neviim begin where the Pentateuchal history leaves off, describing the Israelite conquest of Canaan under the leadership of Joshua, Moses’ successor. They describe how, especially in times of crisis, a leader, known as a ‘judge’, rises up to guide the people. These national heroes include Samson and Deborah.


The hope for a Messiah


We see, especially in the book of Isaiah, the development of the idea that when Israel fulfils her role of being truly loyal to God all the universe will enjoy a new age of peace (notably 2:2–4; 9:6–7; 11:1–9). From continued disappointment with nearly all their kings after David there developed the hope for a ruler who would demonstrate the qualities of an ‘anointed one’ (messiah). Under Roman rule this Messianic hope, whose roots are in the Hebrew Bible, grew and in the thinking of the Rabbis there emerged the idea of a human figure who would be sent by God to usher in a golden age. Many Jews pray daily for the coming of the Messiah and for the accompanying restoration of the Temple and sacrifice. Others, especially non-Orthodox Jews, put the emphasis on a new age rather than on an individual figure and pray for human transformation rather than a return to the sacrificial system.


The Writings


The content and literary genre of the third division of the Hebrew Bible is so diverse that essentially the Ketuvim (‘Writings’) comprise all the books that are left when the Torah and the Neviim are removed. Written at about the same time as the books of Ezra and Nehemiah (counted as a single book), are 1 and 2 Chronicles which retell history from Adam to the Babylonian exile but with an emphasis on the priesthood rather than on the monarchy of the Samuel-Kings account. The Book of Daniel tells the story of faithfulness in time of persecution. It is set in the Babylonian period though modern scholarship believes it to relate to the Maccabean period.


The first of the Ketuvim is the Book of Psalms, a collection of 150 poems, all or most of which were perhaps composed for worship in the Temple. They still play a prominent part in Jewish worship, representing as they do, often with great literary beauty, the vast range of experiences which confront people of faith. God is thanked and protested to, praised for individual and communal blessings and questioned about individual and communal suffering. Tradition ascribes them to King David. Other books in this miscellany of Ketuvim include Proverbs which is largely a collection of wise maxims and Job which is an exploration of a man’s continued faith in God in spite of his experience of innocent suffering. This constitutes a challenge to the predominant biblical association of faithfulness with prosperity.




2
the chain of tradition – the Talmud


 


The Torah can be divided into the written and the oral Law. The oral Torah gives the details of the Torah found in the Hebrew Bible. Originally passed on by word of mouth, the Torah was eventually written down, first in the Mishnah and then, combined with the Gemara, in the Talmud. The Mishnah records the rabbinic discussion in the first two centuries of the Common Era. It has six orders, each covering a principal area of life showing how holiness can be expressed in the here and now of Jewish existence. The Gemara contains explanations of the Mishnah by Rabbis who lived some generations later. It is only ever printed alongside the Mishnah to form the Talmud. The oral Torah is a combination of halakhah (‘legal traditions’) and aggadah (‘narrative traditions’). There are four influential halakhic codes summarizing this vast rabbinic literature. The most significant is the sixteenth-century Shulhan Arukh.
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