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Meet the author


Welcome to Judaism – An Introduction!


My purpose in writing this volume is to convey something of the richness of Judaism as a living faith. The book is intended for both Jews and non-Jews, aiming to encourage an appreciation of Judaism’s contribution to the world. I have tried to combine accuracy with openness and to discuss in each chapter both Judaism’s historical origins and development and its main expressions today.


My aim is to be clear and accessible, not presupposing any previous knowledge of Judaism. From my extensive teaching experience, I know the areas that students find difficult to grasp and have paid particular attention to explaining them. A committed member of my own faith community, I also have long been involved in interfaith dialogue. From this I sense the need for exploring what gives Judaism its dynamism, rather than taking a quick look at festivals and foods.


There are sophisticated systems of transliterating Hebrew words into English. In keeping with the purpose of this volume, a simple system has been adopted which, it is hoped, is generally consistent but which also allows for common usage. Many words beginning (or ending) with ‘h’ are often spelt with ‘ch’ (e.g. Hanukah or Chanukah) suggesting a sound rather like the ‘ch’ of the Scottish word ‘loch’. ‘H’ has been adopted here as it is less misleading to pronunciation.


The theologically neutral BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (Common Era) are used here instead of BC and AD.


I have avoided complicated footnotes and bibliography. The list of books suggested to further the reader’s interest is deliberately brief. Instead, within this volume, I have included details of specialist literature and, what should be particularly useful for the self-learner, many extracts from primary sources. Additional material, other than a Bible, should not be required with this self-contained presentation as you teach yourself Judaism.


 


C.M. Hoffman, 2010





1: Only got a minute?



Judaism centres around three components: God, the Torah, and the Jewish people. Its roots lie in the Hebrew Bible, followed by the Rabbinic writings of the Mishnah and the Gemara, which together form the Talmud. Until the modern period, the dominant form of Judaism rested on the authority of the written and oral Torah. In response to modernity, different movements broke away from Orthodoxy. The names of these non-Orthodox branches of Judaism vary and there is continuing movement within many of the different branches, sometimes towards more traditional and sometimes towards more radical practice. Non-Orthodox traditions believe that ritual laws (as distinct from the eternally binding moral laws) are open to reassessment. All traditions accept that these laws are intended to set Jews apart as a holy people.


Many Jewish rituals are expressions of belief in the sanctity of human life. Circumcision symbolizes a male’s membership of the covenant people; marriage is a sacred relationship. The various forms of Jewish prayer bring all human life under God’s scrutiny and guidance, and prayer books contain prayers for both home and synagogue. In the synagogue, or shul, Jews gather for study, prayer, celebrations, and social occasions.


In Judaism, there is a strong sense of the passage of time and its significance. The weekly festival of Shabbat remembers God as creator by resting from creative work. The pilgrim festivals of Pesah, Shavuot, and Sukkot are annual celebrations of God’s activity in history. The other two major festivals are Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Each festival has its particular liturgy and rituals, connecting today’s Jews with their history. In the twentieth century the Holocaust and the establishment of the State of Israel had a major impact on Jewish self-understanding.





5: Only got five minutes?



Judaism centres around three components: God, the Torah, and the Jewish people. It has been defined as the historical religious experience of the Jewish people and it is the religious significance of their history that constitutes its importance for Jews.


The Bible offers the story of the covenant between God and his people and an interpretation of its significance. The Torah comprises the first five books of the Bible, but it can also mean the entire Hebrew Bible or the whole of Jewish teaching based on the Bible notably the Talmud.


Until the modern period, the dominant form of Judaism rested on the authority of the written and oral Torah. ‘Orthodoxy’ maintains its commitment to the authority of the Bible and the binding nature of halakhah. The label of ‘Modern Orthodoxy’ is sometimes used to denote a position that combines Jewish learning with the secular world and culture. Similarly, ‘Ultra-Orthodox’ is sometimes applied to a Judaism that finds the two areas incompatible.


The Reform Movement in Europe began in the late 1700s and early 1800s as an attempt to modernize Judaism. While Orthodoxy retained a traditional notion of divine revelation and the centrality of all halakhah, Reform Jews could no longer believe in an unbroken chain of tradition, beginning with Moses on Sinai. Reform Jews believe that, while moral laws are binding, ritual laws may need to be adapted or even discarded in modern circumstances.


Jewish laws about food are known as kashrut, from the Hebrew word kasher/kosher, meaning ‘fit’ (to be eaten). These food laws determine that certain fish, poultry, and meat, and their by-products, are not permitted. The laws are meant to set Jews apart as a holy people at the basic level of eating.


Rites of passage are significant expressions of the Jewish belief in the sanctity of human life. Circumcision symbolizes membership of the covenant people. In Orthodox Judaism, a boy becomes Bar Mitzvah, taking on the obligations of his religion, at 13. A girl becomes Bat Mitzvah at 12. In Reform Judaism, boys and girls are equal in terms of age and obligations of religious majority. Judaism emphasizes the value of sex within the sacred relationship of marriage, and Orthodox Jewish women practise laws of ritual purity as an expression of this value. A Bet Din handles laws of Jewish religious status such as adoption, conversion, and divorce.


The various forms of prayer are ways to bring all human life under God’s scrutiny and guidance. Jewish prayer books contain prayers for the synagogue and the home. The main functions of a synagogue today are as a house of assembly, of study, and of prayer. Judaism’s main religious leader is the rabbi, his role being to teach and interpret the Torah.


The word ‘Sabbath’ translates the Hebrew Shabbat from the verb ‘to cease’. From ancient times, the characteristic way of marking Shabbat was to refrain from creative work. Beginning on Friday evening and ending on Saturday evening, Shabbat includes celebrations designed to set the day apart from the rest of the week.


In Judaism, there is a strong sense of the passage of time and of its significance, with festivals giving the year a religious rhythm. The five major festivals are Pesah, Shavuot, and Sukkot – all designed to commemorate and recreate the historical religious experience of the Jew – and Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.


For Jews, the Holocaust raises immense questions about their belief in an all-powerful, all-loving God. Theologians have made attempts to address these questions. The sense of peoplehood is vital to what it means to be Jewish and a focal point of this is the land of Israel.





10: Only got ten minutes?



Judaism centres around three components: God, the Torah, and the Jewish people. The term ‘Judaism’ first became widely used in the 1880s to differentiate the religion of newly emancipated Jews from other faiths. Judaism has been defined as the historical religious experience of the Jewish people and it is the religious significance of their history that constitutes its importance for Jews.


The Bible offers both the story of the covenant between God and his people and an interpretation of its significance. The Torah comprises the first five books of the Bible, but it can also mean the entire Hebrew Bible or the whole of Jewish teaching based on the Bible. The Neviim are the prophetic books of the Bible. 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 or Tenakh.


The Talmud has two parts: Mishnah and Gemara. Originally rabbinic discussion of the Mishnah, the Gemara came to be written down but it is only ever printed alongside the Mishnah. The Mishnah has six orders, each covering a principal area of life showing how holiness can be expressed in Jewish daily living.


Until the modern period, the dominant form of Judaism rested on the authority of the written and oral Torah. What is often referred to as ‘Orthodoxy’ maintains its commitment to the authority of the Bible and the binding nature of halakhah. The label of ‘Modern Orthodoxy’ is sometimes used by those outside the religion to denote a position that combines Jewish learning with the secular world and culture. Similarly, ‘Ultra-Orthodox’ is sometimes applied to a Judaism that finds the two areas incompatible. Beginning as a revivalist movement in the eighteenth century, Hasidism stresses intimacy with the divine presence and other ideas that are an essential part of kabbalistic (mystical) thought.


The Reform Movement in Europe began in the late 1700s and early 1800s as an attempt to modernize Judaism. While Orthodoxy retained a traditional notion of divine revelation and the centrality of all halakhah, Reform Jews could no longer believe in an unbroken chain of tradition, beginning with Moses on Sinai. Reform Jews believe that, while moral laws are binding, ritual laws may need to be adapted or even discarded in modern circumstances. Women, in Reform, may lead others in public prayer at set times, while, in Orthodoxy, they are judged to be exempt from this major time-bound obligation. Conservative Judaism, like Reform, originated in Germany and then developed and grew in North America.


Jewish laws about food are known as kashrut, from the Hebrew word kasher/kosher, meaning ‘fit’ (to be eaten). These food laws determine that certain fish, poultry, and meat, and their by-products, are not permitted. The laws are meant to set Jews apart as a holy people at the basic level of eating. Orthodox Jews believe that these laws (in the Bible, in the Talmud, and in the law codes) come directly from God and must be obeyed. Others adopt varying positions about their value.


Rites of passage are significant expressions of the Jewish belief in the sanctity of human life. Circumcision does not make someone a Jew but symbolizes his membership of the covenant people. In Orthodox Judaism, a boy becomes Bar Mitzvah, taking on the obligations of his religion, at 13. A girl becomes Bat Mitzvah at 12. In Reform Judaism, there is no differentiation between boys and girls in terms of the age and the obligations of religious majority. Judaism emphasizes the value of sex within the sacred relationship of marriage, and Orthodox Jewish women practise laws of ritual purity as an expression of this value. A Bet Din handles laws of Jewish religious status such as adoption, conversion, and divorce. There are significant differences in how branches of Judaism approach these laws. Varied customs surrounding death come from different places and periods of Jewish history, but they are meant to express the equality of all human beings and the involvement of the community.


The various forms of prayer are ways to bring all human life under God’s scrutiny and guidance. Jewish prayer can be offered anywhere but the usual settings are the synagogue and the home. The prayer books contain prayers for both locations. Prayer may be spontaneous or individual but there are three daily prayer times and certain prayers require a minyan. The paradigmatic prayer of Judaism is the berakhah, in which God is blessed, be it for a mitzvah, for food or drink, for an event, or for whatever moment is being celebrated. The fundamental prayer, the Shema, comprises three biblical passages. The other twin pillar of communal prayer is the Amidah.


‘Synagogue’ comes from a Greek word meaning ‘a formal gathering/congregation’. The equivalent term in Hebrew, knesset, also denotes the people gathered rather than a building. The terms Bet Knesset, Bet Midrash, and Bet Tefillah indicate the main functions of a synagogue today, as a house of assembly, of study, and of prayer. The two vital features of a synagogue are an ark for housing the scrolls of the Torah and a desk from which to read them. Judaism’s main religious leader is the rabbi, his role being to teach and interpret the Torah, in which he (or, in Progressive synagogues, she) is an expert.


The word ‘Sabbath’ translates the Hebrew Shabbat from the Hebrew verb for ‘to cease’. Ceasing creative work in order to remember God as creator is the purpose of this festival. From ancient times, the characteristic way of marking Shabbat was to refrain from creative work, defined as anything involved in building the mishkan, God’s sanctuary in space. Beginning on Friday evening and ending on Saturday evening, Shabbat includes a range of celebrations designed to set the day apart from the rest of the week. The main synagogue service of the week is on the Saturday morning. It is a family occasion and keeps Jews part of a worshipping community.


In Judaism, there is a strong sense of the passage of time and of its significance, with its many festivals giving the year a religious rhythm. The five major festivals are Pesah, Shavuot, and Sukkot – all designed to commemorate and recreate the historical religious experience of the Jew – and Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Yom Kippur is also a major fast. All the other festivals and fasts are not commanded in the Bible and consequently not subject to the same work restrictions as the biblical festivals and fasts. The major festival of Pesah celebrates the beginnings of the Jewish people, when God delivered them from slavery in Egypt. The highlight of this freedom festival is the opening meal, the seder. Shavuot is the Feast of Weeks, falling seven weeks after Pesah. Because of this 50-day interval, it also takes the name ‘Pentecost’. Shavuot concludes or completes Pesah by celebrating the giving of the Torah to Moses on Sinai. The last of the three Pilgrim Festivals is Sukkot, celebrating God’s protection of the Israelites during their 40-year journey from Egypt through the wilderness. At the end of Sukkot comes Simhat Torah, which celebrates the cycle of Torah readings in the synagogue.


The most important days in the Jewish calendar are the Days of Awe, stressing the need for reverence of God. Admitting that they have done wrong, Jews believe that they need to turn back to God. To help create an atmosphere of repentance the shofar is sounded. Both Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur combine a great sense of festivity with an emphasis on God’s judgement.


For Jews, the Holocaust raises immense questions about their belief in an all-powerful, all-loving God who has given them a particular role in the world. Holocaust museums and memorial days exist in many countries, both to commemorate the dead and to educate the living. Theologians have made attempts to address the spiritual challenge of the Holocaust.


The sense of peoplehood is vital to what it means to be Jewish and a focal point of this is the land of Israel. Israel’s Declaration of Independence in 1948 rooted ‘Jewishness’, whether centred on faith ideals or on the Jewish community, in the land of Israel as home-base. Judaism challenges its adherents, both inside and outside Israel, to work out their understanding of fidelity to God’s purposes not only for themselves but also for humankind.





1


Approaching Judaism


In this chapter you will learn:




	about the origins of the term ‘Judaism’


	the importance of history in the development of the Jewish religion


	about the way in which Judaism centres on God, the Torah, and the Jewish people.






Judaism and Jewishness


It is said that it is the outsider who is anxious to name and to define a religious system. Those within a religion tend not to see it as a system, an ‘ism’. Nothing could be more true of the Jewish religion. Strikingly, the sacred language of Jews, Hebrew, contains no word for ‘Judaism’. Indeed the Hebrew language does not really have a word for ‘religion’. These facts are significant and should make us cautious about defining and describing Judaism as a religion.


It was in the 1880s that the term ‘Judaism’ became widely used and this because social and political emancipation then made it necessary for Jews to work out for non-Jews, and to a lesser extent themselves, what it was distinguished them from adherents of other religions. It was particularly against the backdrop of Christianity that describing Judaism as a religion, with specific beliefs and practices, began. To a large extent, this is still the case. It is often within university and college departments of Theology or Religious Studies that the study of Judaism takes its place alongside the study of other religions, and predominantly Christianity.


That this is one of a series of books on World Faiths assumes that there are recognizable faith systems which can, if desired, be studied comparatively. The series does not, however, want to superimpose on the major world religions an artificial system by approaching each of them under uniform headings such as Beliefs, Scriptures, Ceremonies, Festivals, and so on. Such an approach runs the severe risk of missing what is distinctive about a religion as understood by its adherents and thus of seriously distorting it. This is done all too commonly when trying to put Christianity and Judaism side by side. Even more dangerous is the tendency to regard Judaism simply as the forerunner of Christianity (as if Judaism were not a living religion) or as Christianity unfulfilled. Christians tend to define their religion in terms of beliefs, a creed. Flowing from their beliefs are practices, moral and ritual. Apart from when the term ‘Christian’ is used in the vaguest sense of good or humane (with unfortunate implications for non-Christians), a Christian means someone who holds specific theological beliefs. Can the same be said of a Jew?


According to Jewish Law, as codified in the Talmud and defined by rabbis from late antiquity to the present day, a Jew is a person who is born of a Jewish mother or has been converted to Judaism. This definition is important for determining legal status as in Jewish marriage (see Chapter 9) or the right to an Israeli passport (see Chapter 17). Yet it is a circular definition, for the question can still be asked: what constitutes the Jewishness of the mother? The definition of a Jew has, therefore, been formulated in terms of someone who, besides having a Jewish mother or having converted to Judaism, adheres to no other religion and gives indication of affirming identity with other Jews.





Insight


Matrilineal descent is sometimes misunderstood as a matter of race or ethnicity. The crucial point to remember is that Jewish Law is religious law. When Orthodox and other Jews disagree over the ‘Jewishness’ of someone, it has to do with whether his or her mother is judged to be Jewish, by either birth or conversion, according to the Orthodox standards.






Difficulties in treating Judaism as a religion


It is when we try to work out precisely what this means that we see some difficulties with regarding Judaism as a religion. There are things about Judaism which challenge conventional ideas of what we mean by a religion. If we define Judaism in terms of conviction, centred on belief in one God, we have to acknowledge at least two apparent contradictions. First, it is an undeniable fact that there are Jews who deny the tenets of the Jewish religion, however basically formulated. A Jew who repudiates Judaism is not regarded as having severed all links with the Jewish community. Someone with a Jewish mother might reject both belief and observance but still be accounted a member of the Jewish people (albeit, in some cases, virtually excluded from religious rights and consideration in matters pertaining to synagogue or burial). Such a person is not spoken of as ‘a lapsed Jew’. If such a person returns to the faith (according to most but not all authorities) no ‘conversion’ procedure is applied. By contrast, a Roman Catholic or a Baptist who gives up his or her religion is indeed likely to be described as ‘lapsed’. There may be remaining influences, but he or she is unlikely to feel closely linked to the community of those who may be described as ‘practising’ Roman Catholics or Baptists. The defining factor of a Christian community is belief and once the belief has been removed no one is likely to state: ‘I am a Roman Catholic’ or whatever, in response to a question about what matters to his or her identity. The defining factor of a Jewish community is belonging to a people and someone might well assert: ‘I am Jewish’ even when no belief is present.





Insight


It can be puzzling when someone born of a Jewish mother but who is committed to no Jewish belief or practice is judged Jewish ‘religiously’, that is according to Jewish Law. ‘Is it a matter of race or religion?’, an outsider might ask. It is a matter of religious status even though ‘religion’, as usually understood, may not be in evidence.





Second, there are many Jews who describe themselves as secular but who take part in activities which are, on the face of it, religious. In Israel, for example, there are members of non-religious kibbutzim who observe the Sabbath and other Jewish festivals. In North America and other Diaspora (outside Israel) communities, there are branches of what is called the International Federation of Secular Humanistic Jews. The British Jewish Chronicle newspaper of 21 January 1994 reported that a meeting of this federation at King’s College, London opened ‘with the traditional lighting of candles … but with a kibbutz-style blessing instead of a religious prayer’. A professor from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem remarked, in the report, that some people want to take part in secular celebrations of Jewish festivals, while others ‘want to get away from religion entirely’. The previous year, the same newspaper ran many pages headed: ‘Can you be Jewish without Judaism?’ The debate reflected a wide range of opinion from the secularists to the Chief Rabbi who asked: ‘Who would want to be Jewish without Judaism?’ He may be puzzled and so may many non-Jews trying to understand what Judaism is, but the fact remains that there are Jews who call themselves secular or humanistic, but who light the Sabbath candles, and there are also Jews who reject the term secular and even call themselves ‘religious’, but who may have difficulty in defining precisely what is religious in their lives. This should reinforce our determination to avoid forcing Judaism into categories which are alien to it.





Insight


The terms ‘secularism’, ‘humanism’, and ‘religion’ are also being redefined in the Jewish Renewal Movement. Those who belong to it claim to practise Judaism and they express disappointment that they are largely unrecognized by other branches of Judaism.






Judaism as a religion


Yet the inadequacies of viewing Judaism as a religion can be greatly exaggerated. There are, after all, many aspects of Judaism which can be described as religious in the normal sense of the word.


PEOPLEHOOD


Judaism does not replace religion by peoplehood but combines the two distinctively. Judaism is the religion of the Jewish people, upon whom its faith and obligations are binding. The relationship between God and the people of Israel is fundamental. Someone who converts to Judaism does enter the Jewish people, but the affirmation of the Jewish faith is crucial and decisive. In its absence, the conversion process is nullified, even if the formalities are correctly administered (see Chapter 9). Ruth’s famous declaration, on adopting the faith of her Israelite mother-in-law, is the paradigm: ‘Your people shall be my people, and your God my God’ (Ruth 1:16). Conversely, someone who converts from Judaism to another religion, rather than simply ceases to practise Judaism, ceases to be part of the community as understood by those who have not converted. Culturally and historically, the convert (to, say, Christianity) may retain a strong affinity with the Jewish people into whose life he or she was born. Though much debated in the Middle Ages, a differentiation can be made between belonging to the am (‘people’) of Israel and belonging to the kehillah (‘community’) of Israel. The kehillah has a collective set of meanings and these incorporate belief. If someone converts and, therefore, changes at a critical point of belonging, he or she leaves the community. It is sometimes objected that what might be described as ‘choosing to love God in a different way’ (as when a Jew becomes a Christian) should not exclude people from their former community. But, as we shall see when looking at the Law of Return in Israel (Chapter 17), converting from Judaism is judged to change one of the meanings of what it is to be Jewish. What was said earlier about remaining part of the Jewish people is true but what this belonging amounts to has very little practical significance and this is because the community’s self-definition includes belief.


BELIEF


Furthermore, it is not correct to reduce Judaism to ethics, to describe it as simply ‘a way of life’, as if beliefs are incidental. Early self-definition, showing how the people of Israel saw themselves as different in a pagan world, expresses distinctiveness through theological belief and the practice that goes with it. One striking expression of this is Deuteronomy 26 where a declaration of belonging to a people brought out of Egypt by God accompanies the offering of the first fruits in recognition of this fact. Another is the ancient prayer known as the Alenu (see Chapter 10). In the Alenu, Jews state their difference from other peoples in terms of the God they worship: ‘For we bend the knee and offer worship and thanks before the supreme King of kings.’ Both passages focus on the relationship between God and Israel. Further, the same rabbinical tradition that clarified peoplehood (where there was debate as to whether someone with one Jewish and one non-Jewish parent was Jewish) in terms of matrilineal descent was equally concerned with the boundaries of the faith. The locus classicus for fundamental beliefs is the Mishnah (Sanhedrin 10:1). It is stated that Israelites who deny certain doctrines stand to forfeit their ‘share in the world to come’.


A MONOTHEISTIC RELIGION


In addition, Judaism can reasonably be regarded as one of what is called the ‘monotheistic family’ of religions, along with Christianity and Islam. In terms of both geographical origins and theological beliefs, these three religions have much in common. The Christian theologian, Hans Küng, makes much of this as he writes about the crucial need for dialogue between Jews, Christians, and Muslims today (in Judaism: the Religious Situation of our Time, SCM, 1992). However, Küng’s own writing demonstrates one of the major difficulties here. Though he purports to be presenting Judaism on its own terms ‘as an independent entity with amazing continuity, vitality, and dynamism’, his approach, his phraseology, his conclusions, and the amount of space he devotes to Christian comparisons all betray a desire to appraise Judaism from a Christian theological standpoint. He does, in fact, impose one religion upon another. That this is an unfortunate tendency does not, however, alter the fact that Judaism can rightly be regarded as a religion. It simply makes more vital the need to approach this religion in terms of how it is lived by Jewish people rather than as others might perceive it.



Faith and history


We have observed that the Hebrew language lacks a word for ‘religion’. The nearest is dat, which more commonly belongs to the realm of law or custom. It is used in rabbinic writings, for example, of the requirement for a married woman to have her head covered in the street (Ketubot 7:6). This practice is, however, associated with religion and, in rabbinic commentary on Esther 8:17, ‘dat’ clearly means a faith (Megillah 12a). We have also noted that the word ‘Judaism’ came into common use only in the nineteenth century when it needed to distinguish itself from the religions of Christianity and Islam. Like so much of Jewish religious terminology in English (such as ‘Bible’, ‘synagogue’, ‘Pentateuch’, ‘prophet’, ‘phylactery’), it has its origin among Greek-speaking Jews. Significantly, it is a word coined, late BCE (Before the Common Era) and early CE (Common Era), to distinguish what is Jewish from other systems. The Greek Judaismos appears in 2 Maccabees 2:21; 8:1; 14:38 and Galatians 1:13–14. Its Hebrew equivalent is Yahadut, an abstract noun from the word Yehudi, ‘Jew’. It is found only occasionally in medieval literature and has no parallels in the Bible or in rabbinic literature. Yet something suggesting Jewishness that includes faith appears in the Bible, again in Esther 8:17. There we find the term mityahadim, used for ‘becoming Jews’, which is a short step from Yahadut. There is also Yiddishkeit, a term which includes both a sense of peoplehood and belief and which better captures the warmth of this combination than can the ‘ism’ of Judaism.


FAITH IN ACTION


A word which is incontrovertibly part of ancient Hebrew vocabulary and Jewish religious terminology is emunah (‘faith’). This means not so much ‘belief’ (as in ‘I believe that …’) as ‘trust’ (as in ‘I believe in …’). Faith, in the Hebrew Bible, refers not to a set of doctrines which can be described without being believed but to a stance adopted and acted upon. It involves inward trust, commitment, and obedience, as seen in the life of Abraham (Genesis 15:6). It is ‘being faithful’. So the famous phrase from the prophet Habakkuk: ‘… the righteous live by their faith’ (2:4) refers both to belief in God and to the morality which follows from it. In our passion for a system, we might label this ‘ethical monotheism’. It is perhaps this ancient word ‘faith’ which gives us our best clue to approaching Judaism. Faith is something active. It is something done by people and involves trust in something or someone else. It is to do with experience. What happens in the historical life of the Jewish people is what determines the nature and content of Judaism. As the very name indicates, Judaism should be defined in terms of the Jewish people and a people is defined historically as a group of people sharing a common history.


HISTORY EXPERIENCED


In 1937, American rabbis of the growing Reform movement in Judaism met for conference at Columbus, Ohio. Their declaration of principles opens with one of the few modern attempts at a concise definition of Judaism: ‘Judaism is the historical religious experience of the Jewish people.’ This and the titles of studies of Judaism (such as Trepp’s A History of the Jewish Experience in 1973; Seltzer’s Jewish People, Jewish Thought: The Jewish Experience in History in 1980 and his Judaism: A People and its History in 1987; and Rayner and Goldberg’s The Jewish People: Their History and their Religion in 1989) recognize the value of the historical approach to Judaism.


[image: image]


We have already seen why a theological approach, defining Judaism in terms of ideas or beliefs, is suspect. A sociological approach, starting from observable phenomena of worship and ritual, might also produce an inappropriate picture of Judaism. It is more likely to give us ‘Judaisms’, since Jews worldwide live under very different conditions and among many non-Jewish majorities. It might try to reduce Judaism to whatever a group of people say and do at a given time or place, which is surely inadequate when representing a religion which appeals to revelation contained in holy writings and passed on by holy teachers. By contrast, the historical approach is particularly suited to the study of Judaism. It is not simply the history of the Jewish people that is studied, but the reflection on this history. Judaism can no more be reduced to history than it can to ethics. It is the religious significance of the history, the way in which Jews perceive in it a divine purpose, that constitutes its importance. A literal history of a religion tends to tell you everything but what you want to know about it, that is, what does the religion mean to those who practise it? It is what might be called ‘sacred history’ which is vital to Judaism. Jewish ceremonies, notably the Passover celebration, re-enact historical experience and affirm its ever-present meaning. Indeed, it is an attachment to this experience which, as we have seen, makes someone a Jew.





Insight


A dispute within the Anglo-Jewish community in 2009 exposed remaining disagreements in defining ‘Jewishness’. Lawyers acting for a child whose mother converted to Judaism, not according to Orthodox law, contended that the Orthodox school would ‘accept a child of Jewish-born “committed atheists” but exclude others because of their mothers’ descent even if they were Jewish by belief and practice’.





Further, Jewish beliefs not only express historical experience but have been formed by it. We cannot understand contemporary Judaism in isolation from the past. All the different movements, however innovatory, are deeply aware of their roots in the Judaism of past generations. The historical approach takes account of this variety of Jewish expression and, at the same time, of the geographical and cultural diversity of the Jewish people.





Insight


It may be helpful to think of Jews as members of the Jewish people rather than as members of an ethnic group. This ‘peoplehood’ is related to the Jewish faith, whether or not each Jew practises that faith.






The essence of Judaism


ATTEMPTS TO SUMMARIZE JUDAISM


Can the historical approach also help us gain a sense of the unity of the Jewish experience? Is it possible for us, as we try to ‘teach ourselves Judaism’, to have at least a simple starting point, a summary of what Judaism is? This is an ancient quest. The Talmud tells the story of a prospective convert who comes to Rabbi Hillel, asking to be taught the whole of the Torah (the whole body of Jewish teaching) while standing on one leg. Hillel responds to his request with the words:


 


That which is hateful unto thee do not do unto thy neighbour. This is the whole of the Torah. The rest is commentary. Go and study.


(Shabbat 31a)


The reply (which has become known as the ‘golden rule’) is, of course, striking in its emphasis on doing rather than on intellectual believing. But the question is also interesting. Presumably if the Greek-speaking Jews had told the story they would have made the convert ask to be taught ‘Judaism’ while standing on one leg. For this is, in effect, what is being requested. The student of every age, not surprisingly, wants to discover the guiding principle of Judaism, its main thrust, its particular viewpoint.


There have been other talmudic attempts to distil the essence of Judaism. In one passage (Makkot 23b–24a), it is said that God gave to Moses 613 precepts, but that later teachers reduced these to certain basic principles: David to eleven (Psalm 15); Isaiah to six (Isaiah 33: 15–16); Micah to three (Micah 6:8); Isaiah, again, to two (Isaiah 56:1), and finally, Amos and Habakkuk to one: ‘Seek me and live’ (Amos 5:4) and ‘The righteous live by their faith’ (Habakkuk 2:4). In the twelfth century, the great talmudic scholar and philosopher Maimonides (full name Rabbi Moses Ben Maimon, sometimes known by the acronym ‘Rambam’) lays down 13 principles of faith which, in his view and that of many later Jewish teachers, are essential to Judaism. Originally in Arabic (the language used by intellectuals of his day in Spain and other Muslim countries), they represent not so much a bare formal statement or creed as a response to the challenges presented to Judaism by Islam and Christianity.


They can be summarized as:


 




	God exists


	God is one


	God is not in bodily form


	God is eternal


	Jews must worship him alone


	God has communicated through the prophets


	Moses is the greatest of the prophets


	
the Torah is of divine origin



	the Torah is eternally valid


	God knows the deeds of human beings


	God punishes the evil and rewards the good


	God will send a Messiah


	God will resurrect the dead.





Though much criticized and variously interpreted in different Jewish traditions, this attempt at a summary of the foundations of Jewish belief has found its way into Jewish liturgy. In hymnic form, it is sung in synagogue worship. (The hymn is called the Yigdal, from its opening word in Hebrew, meaning ‘exalt’. In English, it begins: ‘The living God we praise, exalt, adore’.)


HISTORY AND VARIETIES OF JUDAISM


In the past two centuries, new factors have been operative in the search for the essence of Judaism. One was the rise in the nineteenth century of a movement aimed at the objective investigation into the sources and history of Judaism. This demonstrated the range of Jewish thought and the fact that it developed in response to outside stimuli. No longer would it be possible to view it as a self-contained unchanging entity. Another was political emancipation. Emerging into western society, Jews needed to adapt Judaism to make it viable in the new situation and capable of meeting new challenges. The power of Jewish institutions got lost in the integration of Jews into the structure of the modern state. Questions about the character of the Jewish community, the authority of the Jewish leadership now without political power, and the role of Jewish Law led to great uncertainty and readjustment. This social uprooting was often combined with physical uprooting which, although not a new experience for Jews, could not be anything but deeply disorientating. The Holocaust and the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 have had a profound effect not just on Jewish population but also on Jewish self-perception and self-confidence. In the modern period, starting with the French Revolution of 1789, the Jewish world has been transformed.
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Figure 1.1. The Jewish Diaspora.


All this has made it hard to detect what is permanent in Judaism. Indeed, some would maintain that it is no longer possible to give a simple account of Judaism in our time. There are different movements in Judaism, each claiming authenticity for itself, but none recognized as definitively authentic by the others. There is no longer a widely accepted yardstick for measuring any particular belief practice. The relatively homogeneous tradition of 200 years ago has gone, making it impossible to say: ‘This is Judaism’. There are Jewish thinkers, however, who think that it is possible, even after much of the impact just outlined. The leader of German Jewry, Leo Baeck, entitled his book The Essence of Judaism. In it he writes:


 


The essence is characterized by what has been gained and preserved. And such constancy, such essence, Judaism possesses despite its many varieties and the shifting phases of its long career. In virtue of that essence they all have something in common, a unity of thought and feeling, and an inward bond.


(3rd edition, 1948)


Earlier this century, the talmudic scholar, Ahad Ha-Am, suggested that the essence of Judaism consists in the elevation of the ideal above all material or physical forms or conceptions. He observed that if Hillel’s convert had come to him demanding to be taught the whole of the Torah while standing on one leg, he would have replied:


 


Thou shalt not make unto thee a graven image, nor any manner of likeness (Exodus 20:4). This is the whole of the Torah. The rest is commentary.


Is it or is it not possible then to establish the essentials of Judaism? It is clearly precarious to think of Judaism in monolithic terms. Differing civilizations: Egyptian, Canaanite, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, Roman, Christian, and Muslim have made their influence felt on Jews and through them on Judaism itself. As it has developed and adapted to changing circumstances throughout its long history, Judaism naturally contains varying emphases, as well as outright contradictions. If one speaks of the essence of Judaism, or ‘normative Judaism’, as it is sometimes called, what are the objective grounds for determining what is essential or normative and what is peripheral or ephemeral? A strongly subjective element will surely creep in here.


GOD, THE TORAH, AND THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL


Perhaps, however, as long as caution is exercised and no exaggerated claims are made for it, it is legitimate to seek such a thing as normative Judaism or an essence. The most important work of Jewish mysticism, the Zohar (‘illumination’) speaks of three elements bound to one another. These are: God, the Torah, and Israel. For all that interpretation of these three ideas has varied from age to age and though there are real differences of emphasis springing from different cultures and outlooks, there does emerge among the faithful a kind of consensus that God, the Torah, and the people are vital to Judaism. As the Jewish theologian, Louis Jacobs, succinctly puts it:


 


A Judaism without God is no Judaism. A Judaism without Torah is no Judaism. A Judaism without Jews is no Judaism.


A distinction between secular and religious Judaism may be helpful. ‘Secular Judaism’ describes the philosophy of Jews who accept specific Jewish values and even some practices but without attributing religious significance to them. They would describe themselves as Jewish, while rejecting any religious philosophy. Some scholars propose other terms to make this distinction clear. Jacob Neusner, for example, has spoken of the ‘Judaist’ as distinct from the Jew. The latter is one who belongs to the ethnic group of the Jews. His Jewishness comprises what is Jewish about his culture, whichever part of the world he lives in. A ‘Judaist’, on the other hand, is a Jew who, in addition, affirms the Judaic tradition in important ways.





Insight


In most popular speech and writing, the same term ‘Jew’ continues to denote someone belonging to an ethnic group or people and someone practising the religion of Judaism. It is hard to see how the resulting confusion can be avoided.





Neusner is here differentiating between Jewishness and Judaism, which he calls ‘the Judaic tradition’. In his book, The Way of Torah: An Introduction to Judaism, he writes:


 


Jewishness refers to the conglomeration of those traits which, in various settings, are regarded as peculiarly and characteristically Jewish; but those traits may have little, if anything, to do with the Judaic tradition. Judaism consists of the religious tradition enshrined in the holy books, expressed by the holy words, deeds, way of living, principles of faith, subsumed under the word Torah.


(Dickenson Publishing Company, 1974)


Writing in 1992, Neusner admits the difficulty of this distinction. From a survey of 5.5 million North Americans who called themselves ‘Jewish’ in 1990, 4 million declared that they were Jewish because they practised their religion. Yet it emerged that much of this was a sort of ‘civil religion’, a supporting of the land of Israel, something which unites Jews of all persuasions in a way which sometimes makes the ancient Judaism of the Torah hard to locate. Neusner now inclines to speaking of ‘Judaisms’ as what he calls ‘a family of religions’.


 





The history of Judaism can be divided into five periods:




	Ancient Israel before Judaism, from the beginnings to 586 BCE.


	The Beginning of Judaism, after the destruction of the Temple in 586 BCE.


	The Formative Age of Rabbinic Judaism, after the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE.


	The Domination of Rabbinic Judaism, from 600 to 1800 CE.


	The Age of Diverse Judaisms, from the American and French Revolutions of 1776 and 1789 to the present.









JUDAISM AS A WORLD FAITH


This book treats Judaism as a world faith. For a world faith is precisely what it is. Judaism centres on faith, the faith of the people of Israel in God. This God, Jews believe, is not an absent or indifferent God, but one who has conveyed his will to humanity. This will is to be discovered in the Torah, God’s direction for living. The Jewish faith is in the love and power of God to bring about his purpose for all humankind. In this purpose, Jews believe, the people of Israel have a special part to play. The Torah has been given to them for the benefit of the world. They, the Jewish people, are the vehicle for communicating God’s will. Judaism is thus a world faith, not only in its geographical spread, but in its horizons. It is a faith for the world not in the conviction that all must become Jewish, for this is emphatically not the aim of Judaism, but in the conviction that the world is God’s and humanity must conform to his will.


The starting point for any study of this faith is the Bible. Here we find the record of the key ideas, practices, and institutions which became prominent in the faith. We cannot, strictly speaking, refer to the biblical faith, the faith of ancient Israel, as Judaism. For one thing, the term Yehudi (‘Jew’) did not come to be used of the whole people of Israel until late in biblical history. It originally meant ‘someone belonging to the tribe of Judah’. More importantly, there are distinctive features which mark off later Judaism from some of the forms, ideas, and worship found in the Bible. Nonetheless, most Jews would recognize sufficient continuity to enable them to regard Judaism as the same faith. It is in the Bible that our attention is drawn immediately to the essence of Judaism as a faith, an activity, what people do. We see there the sort of religion that we are approaching. As Baeck states in The Essence of Judaism:


 


This is the principle of Judaism in its deepest meaning: through action we shall preach our religion. Our lives shall speak of the greatness of our faith.


 





THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
The term ‘Judaism’ first became widely used in the 1880s to differentiate the religion of newly emancipated Jews from other religions.





	
According to Jewish Law, a Jew is a person who is born of a Jewish mother or has converted to Judaism. To this has been added the criteria of adhering to no religion other than Judaism and affirming identity with other Jews.





	
Judaism has been defined as the historical religious experience of the Jewish people. It is the religious significance of the history that constitutes its importance for Jews.





	
One of the best-known attempts to summarize Judaism is the ‘golden rule’ of Rabbi Hillel (first century CE) and another comprises the ‘13 principles of faith’ of Maimonides (twelfth century CE).





	
It is difficult to speak of ‘normative Judaism’ in the light of the differing civilizations and historical and geographical circumstances of Judaism’s evolution. Some prefer to speak of ‘Judaisms’.





	
Jews originating from Eastern and Western Europe are known as Ashkenazim and Jews of Spanish origin are known as Sefardim.





	
Judaism centres around the three components of God, the Torah, and the Jewish people.





	Describing Judaism as ‘a way of life’, as though belief is unimportant, is misleading. Nonetheless, the essence of Judaism lies in how people practise their faith rather than in formulating creedal statements.
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The roots of belief and practice – the Bible


In this chapter you will learn:




	about the structure of the Jewish Bible


	about key Jewish beliefs as found in the Bible


	about the way the Bible is read, studied, and interpreted.






A people’s history and its significance


By referring to Jews as ‘people of the book’, Islamic texts rightly draw attention to the centrality of holy books in Judaism. These books are the Bible, the Talmud (rabbinic writings), and the siddur (prayer book), but it is the first of these on which all expressions of the Jewish faith depend. Not only is the Bible chronologically the first to be formed, but it is also the root of all that comes after.


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. As we have seen in Chapter 1, 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.


Simply telling the story of this people, according to the biblical books, does not in itself give us Judaism. There are many books about Jewish history which remain just history and do not go on to show how the religious record of events laid the foundations for the Judaism which evolved from it. What the Bible offers is history and an interpretation of its significance. Its opening words ‘In the beginning God’ set the tone for a presentation of history which is going somewhere. Jews believe that their own history is a continuation of this, that they are the inheritors of the covenant and, therefore, obligated by the Bible’s commands, albeit in reinterpreted ways. It is a tenet of rabbinic Judaism, the Judaism which eventually became the norm, that all the features of contemporary Judaism have their ultimate source in the Bible. Rabbinic literature and the principles of interpretation which it contains revolve around establishing the biblical authority behind each feature.





Insight


The religion of Judaism did not stop developing once the biblical writings had been collected, but all the beliefs of Judaism have their origins and their ultimate authority in the Bible.






The structure of the Jewish Bible


A sense of authority deriving from divine inspiration is the key to understanding the formation and influence of the Jewish Bible. The Latin word biblia, ‘little books’, (ultimately linked to the Greek Byblos, an ancient Syrian city renowned for its papyrus industry) indicates that the Bible is not one book but many. A range of books (sometimes considered to number 24 with some in the list below being counted as one book) was finally accepted as particularly authoritative for Judaism, but not all at the same stage and not all carrying the same weight. The order in which the various books or collections of books gained acceptance corresponds to the priority afforded them in Jewish life. 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 13).
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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE JEWISH BIBLE AND THE CHRISTIAN OLD TESTAMENT


This ancient division into three sections is obscured in the Christian arrangement of the books, where the material is divided into 39 books with the Former Prophets separated from the Latter Prophets and the Writings scattered at various points in the list. The Jewish arrangement is what gives the usual Hebrew name for the Bible, the Tenakh (also transliterated as Tanach), which is an abbreviation composed of the initial letters of the words: Torah, Neviim, and Ketuvim. The term ‘Old Testament’ is not used by Jews. ‘Testament’ means ‘Covenant’, a key term in Jewish belief, denoting the special relationship between God and the people of Israel. Christians speak of the Old Testament to differentiate between the covenant with the people of Israel and a further covenant which they believe to have been established by Jesus and which lies at the root of the 27 books known collectively as the New Testament. From the Jewish point of view, the original covenant stands and is, therefore, not referred to as ‘old’. When Christians refer to the Bible, they mean both the collection of 39 (which correspond to the Jewish 24 books, only subdivided and differently arranged) and the collection of 27 books from the first and second centuries CE. The latter were written in Greek while the former were written in Hebrew (apart from a section of the Book of Daniel which was written in Aramaic, a very similar Semitic language). A clear way of referring to the Jewish Bible is, therefore, ‘the Hebrew Bible’. To Jews, the Hebrew Bible is simply ‘the Bible’. Jews may study the New Testament to learn about Christianity, but they do not regard it as sacred scripture and so it has no place in Jewish belief and practice. There are other books which are part of the canon (‘yardstick’ or ‘standard’) in the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches and which are known as the Apocrypha, which is Greek for ‘hidden books’. Jewish tradition refers to them as ‘external books’. Among them are I and II Maccabees, of historical interest for the Maccabean revolt commemorated at the festival of Hanukah, and one, occasionally cited in rabbinic literature, which is known variously as ‘The Wisdom of Jesus Son of Sirah’, ‘Ben Sira’, or Ecclesiasticus. This is not to be confused with the biblical book of Ecclesiastes, also known as ‘Kohelet’, which is one of the Ketuvim.





Insight


A good way to remember the three sections of the Hebrew Bible is to use the preferred term Tenakh. The acronym from Torah, Neviim, and Ketuvim is a reminder of the order, both of arrangement and of importance, of the books in the scriptural canon of the Jewish community.






The content of the Torah


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).


The book of Genesis thus gives the setting for the religion which ultimately developed into Judaism. The one creator God has all humanity within his interest. Noah, as its representative (Genesis 9:18–19) is, according to the Talmud, given seven basic principles by which to live. This ‘Noahide Code’ forbids idolatry, blasphemy, incest, murder, robbery, and cruelty to animals. It requires honesty and fairness, including the establishment of law courts to dispense justice. Only then is attention focused on Abraham and the promises made to his descendants. Hence, Genesis transforms the history of this particular group into something not only of enduring consequence for all succeeding children of Israel but also of universal interest and significance.


OBLIGATIONS OF A CHOSEN PEOPLE


This perspective is most clearly expressed in a vital passage in the second book of the Torah:


 


You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.


(Exodus 19:4–6)
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