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INTRODUCTION


I frequently meet people, Jews and non-Jews alike, who are interested in learning more about Judaism. Inevitably I am asked to refer them to a good book on the subject, and this is where it gets difficult. Judaism is complex and multi-faceted. It consists of a people with its own culture and history as well as a vast body of literature, legal, ethical and mystical. It professes a unique theology as well as prescribing a detailed and structured set of rituals. While there are numerous guides to Jewish practice, introductions to Jewish thought and brief histories of the Jewish people, there is no one book that brings all these strands together for the intelligent novice.


The problem is not only that one must read many books to fill the various gaps, but, more importantly, the reader is left without a clear picture of how these strands fuse together to form a whole, and so is left with a rather fragmented view of Judaism. This book attempts to present a guide to Judaism that encompasses all its major facets and brings them together in a clear narrative.


At the core of the book lies the idea that Judaism is the meeting point between heaven and earth. That is to say, that Judaism is primarily concerned with bringing godliness into the material world, or, to put it slightly differently, Judaism is concerned with elevating the material world to a higher spiritual plane.


This is reflected in the paradoxical practice of Judaism. On one hand it calls on its adherents to transcend the material world through ritual and prayer. It also curtails physical pleasure by proscribing various foods and regulating a couple’s sex life. Yet, on the other hand, Judaism positively celebrates the physical because so much of Jewish ritual and culture is connected to food, family and society. The Sabbath is a perfect example of this paradox. The day of rest is a time to disengage from the mundane world and to turn one’s thoughts to a loftier plane. Yet the celebration of the Sabbath involves physical enjoyment as well, such as large meals with family and friends, sleeping later than usual and, for married couples, sexual intimacy.


Part 1 of this book contains six chapters dealing with key elements in Jewish theology. These elements are God, Torah, Mitzvot, man, the Jewish people, and the Land of Israel. While Judaism is an ancient, vast and complex faith, its most important ideas centre on these six themes. An appreciation of these themes and the role they play in the idea of bridging heaven and earth is crucial to understanding the history and practice of Judaism.


Part 2 focuses on Jewish history. It breaks 5,000 years of Jewish history into small manageable episodes, highlighting important events and the development of ideas. The primary concern here is with the intellectual history of the Jewish people, although the reader will also find sociological developments in this section. The result is more than just another sketch of Jewish history – there are many books that do just that. The aim here is rather to pick up on the theology in Part 1 and to demonstrate its influence on the development of Judaism and its expression in Jewish history.


Part 3 is a guide to Jewish practice and is itself broken down into three chapters. The first deals with day-to-day Jewish life; the second with the Jewish year cycle; and the third, the Jewish lifecycle. This section, describing the various rituals, festivals and ceremonies, follows on logically from Parts 1 and 2 and emphasizes how the theology, with which by now the reader is familiar, is put into practice.


The pages that follow set out my own view of the development of my people and my faith: it is a profoundly personal narrative. I am guided by my experience, education and upbringing. I am an Orthodox Jew and rabbi from a Hasidic background, and it is through this prism that I view Judaism.


Yet there is another part of me that writes as an outsider. Over the years I have been involved in various forms of interfaith work. In the course of this work I have been privileged to meet many outstanding world faith leaders. This has afforded me the rare opportunity to see my religion from the perspective of others who do not share my faith.


This book is my attempt to tell one of the world’s oldest and most complex of narratives – the story of Judaism and the Jewish people.





PART 1



Theology





Chapter 1


GOD


Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot attain it.


Where shall I go from Your spirit? Where shall I flee from Your presence?


If I ascend up to heaven, You are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, You are there!


If I take the wings of the morning, and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,


Even there shall Your hand lead me, and Your right hand shall hold me.


(Psalm 139)


If I understood Him I would be Him.


 (Judah ha-Levi; Spanish rabbi, philosopher and poet, twelfth century)


It is the ninth century BCE and you are a Jew living in the ancient city of Jerusalem. Your home is situated on a rocky ridge leading down to the Kidron valley and overlooking the pool of Siloam, just south of Mount Moriah. You rise early and gaze at the summit of the mount. There, silhouetted against an azure sky and bathed in sunlight, is the Jewish Temple, known as the Bet ha-Mikdash, built by King Solomon as God’s temporal dwelling place. Although you do not attend the Temple on a daily basis you have visited on many occasions, most notably on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement and holiest day of the Jewish year. In your mind’s eye you retrace your last visit to this special place. You follow the ridge along the valley bearing slightly east as you ascend Mount Moriah. You enter through the eastern gate into a wide open pavilion known as the Women’s Court, the point beyond which only men are permitted to advance. At the far western side are fifteen wide steps leading to a set of imposing gates that open into a much narrower pavilion known as the Men’s Court. This is as far as you, an Israelite, may go. Only descendants from the priestly caste, known as Kohanim, may proceed further into the Court of the Priests.


Right in the centre of this large court stands an enormous copper altar upon which animal sacrifices are offered up to God. On the other side of the altar stands an imposing edifice known as the Heichal, which dominates the entire Temple complex. Inside this structure is a room with a number of ritual articles. Directly across from the entrance stands a small altar made of pure gold. Unlike the copper altar outside, this one is used exclusively for the burning of incense. A little further up along the south wall stands a seven-branched golden candelabrum known as the menorah, symbolizing God’s spiritual light. Directly across from the menorah on the northern wall stands a golden table displaying twelve fresh, warm loaves of bread, representing God’s blessing of abundance. Straight ahead, spanning the entire width of the wall from north to south, hangs a curtain of elaborate embroidery. It separates the Heichal from the innermost sanctum known as the Holy of Holies.


Beyond this point no one may enter, with the exception of the High Priest once a year, on Yom Kippur. Inside this small chamber stands the Holy Ark of the Covenant, a wooden chest covered in pure gold containing the most sacred object in Judaism – the Torah. On top of the Ark, representing God’s eternal presence, are two golden winged figurines known as the cherubim.


And here is the strange part. The dimensions of the Holy of Holies were 20 by 20 cubits. The dimensions of the Ark were 1½ by 2½ cubits. It would stand to reason that if one were to measure from each end of the Ark to the nearest wall it would measure 9¼ in one direction and 8¾ in the other direction. Yet, remarkably, this was not the case. The measurements from each end of the Ark to their nearest respective walls were exactly 10 cubits and yet the chamber was not 21½ by 22½ but exactly 20 by 20.


What makes this so difficult to comprehend is not its miraculous nature. It would have been miraculous had the Ark taken up no space at all. It could then be said that the Ark representing God’s presence is transient. What makes this so enigmatic is that the Ark, representing God’s presence, takes up space and no space at all, at the same time.


What does this mean? And what does it say about God?


In order to understand the Jewish idea of God we must work in stages. The following themes are the necessary building blocks in constructing the complex Jewish idea of God: monotheism, God as Creator, God as perfect, God as transcendent, the problem of transcendence, God and godliness, God’s continual sustenance, faith, and God and man.


Monotheism


Monotheism is the bedrock upon which Judaism was founded. The first Jewish patriarch, Abraham (see pp. 89–90) rejected the polytheism so prevalent in the society in which he was brought up. Jewish tradition recounts how, as a child, Abraham began to question the credulity of polytheism by observing nature. It occurred to him that all aspects of nature had innate limitations. The sun set in the evening and the moon started fading in the morning. This led him to rationalize that neither the sun, moon nor stars (deities worshipped by the polytheists of his time) could be said to have supreme power. It also occurred to him that there was a unity and harmony in nature that could only be explained by a single force or power that stood outside nature and brought everything into existence. Abraham identified this power as the one and true God, and as he grew older he began to share his discovery with his family and an ever increasing circle of disciples. In so doing, he laid the foundations for the oldest monotheistic faith: Judaism.


The centrality to Judaism of belief in one God was later underscored in the first two of the Ten Commandments that were given to Moses on Mount Sinai (see p. 22): ‘I am the Lord your God . . . Have no other gods before Me.’


Monotheism is not just about the belief in the singularity of God. It also insists that God is free of any human characteristic or limitation. While this may seem fairly obvious to us, it was not at all obvious to the ancient polytheists.


The polytheists not only attributed divine powers to more than one god, but they also attributed to the gods human notions and characteristics. It makes no difference whether they were Greek, Roman or Norse gods; they all seemed to have human characteristics. These gods got angry, jealous, disappointed, excited, happy and content, just as human beings. The only difference between the gods and human beings was that in the gods these human characteristics were greatly magnified. The idea that the gods could be anything other than magnified human beings was simply not contemplated. Monotheism, on the other hand, rejected these crude anthropomorphisms and introduced an entirely new concept, that of a transcendent God who is entirely above human conception and characterization. The idea of transcendence is rather more complicated than it first appears and it is something we will revisit a little further on.


God as Creator


As stated earlier, the first two of the Ten Commandments instruct Jews to believe in God. Some rabbinic commentators explained that this means to believe that God is the creator of heaven and earth. This seems a reasonable proposition, so reasonable in fact, that the sixteenth-century rabbinic scholar Don Isaac Abrabanel argued that it is not an article of faith but rather of empirical reasoning. The existence of the Creator can be logically deduced by observing nature.


God as perfect


It is because of this that Don Isaac Abrabanel suggested a deeper understanding of the commandment to believe in God: that is, to believe that God, whom we already know to exist, is perfect. What Abrabanel meant by this is that, unlike the rest of creation, which owes its existence to God, God owes his existence to nothing. In other words, everything in life exists because of something else, and if you go far enough up the chain of causality you find God as the first cause. God on the other hand, does not exist because of anything. He just is. He always has been and always will be.


However, there is an inherent weakness in Abrabanel’s idea. Using his own logic it could be argued that the notion of God as a supreme being, who does not owe his existence to anything outside himself, is equally not a matter of faith but of pure reason. After all, if one can logically deduce that there is a god, what kind of god would He be if he owed His existence to anything but Himself?


God as transcendent


This led the Tzemach Tzedek, an early nineteenth-century Hasidic master, to propose an even deeper formulation. Jews, he argued, are commanded to believe that God is essentially so far above and beyond our limited capacities that he is incomprehensible. This leads us back to the idea of transcendence.


The idea of God as an incomprehensible deity has been a mainstay within Judaism from the time of the Bible. The prophet Isaiah drives this point home when he says of God ‘My thoughts are not your thoughts and My ways are not your ways.’ The entire book of Job is a lesson on the futility of trying to comprehend God and his ways. Even Moses, the greatest prophet of all, sought to understand God’s essence and was rebuffed when he was told by the Almighty, ‘Behold you shall see My back but not My face.’ The twelfth-century Spanish rabbi and poet Judah ha-Levi put it succinctly when he wrote, ‘If I understood Him I would be Him.’


The problem of transcendence


There is an equally strong tradition in Judaism of God’s nearness. The Psalmist says ‘God is close to all those who call out to Him.’ Furthermore, His hand can clearly be seen in Jewish history. In the book of Exodus He is a God who descended, as it were, to Egypt to redeem His people from bondage. He sustained them in the wilderness and brought them to the Promised Land. He is also, according to Jewish teaching, a God of justice who punishes the wicked and rewards the righteous. These are not the acts of a transcendent God far removed from mankind and creation, but rather of one intimately involved in the world He has created.


How does one reconcile this apparent contradiction?


There is another problem with transcendence: that it is by definition limited. It is limited in the sense that it cannot be limited.


Take a five-year-old student at his first day of school who learns that one plus one equals two. At the other end of the city, ensconced in his book-lined study, sits the world’s leading theoretical mathematician absorbed in deep thought as he works on a mathematical problem that has been troubling him for years. Can there be any logical comparison between these two people in relation to mathematics? The answer would be an obvious ‘no’. What’s more, there is no way that the five-year-old can even begin to comprehend what the professor is thinking about. For all intents and purposes the professor inhabits an entirely different intellectual world from that in which the five-year-old finds himself. In this respect, one could say that the five-year-old is, intellectually, severely limited whereas the professor is, in relation to the child, intellectually unlimited.


But is this really the case? Suppose the child’s teacher were to invite the professor to visit their class for the purpose of sharing with the children his thoughts on his mathematical problem. While he could no doubt stand in front of the class and talk about his problem he could not possibly communicate to them his problem and thought processes.


Despite his apparent genius, and to a large extent because of it, the professor is unable to put himself in the mindset of a five-year-old whose only mathematical training is one plus one equals two. While there is no doubting the intellectual superiority of the teacher, can it still be said that he is, in comparison to the five-year-old, intellectually unlimited? His limitations are obvious; he cannot communicate his ideas.


 In a sense both the five-year-old and the teacher share something; they are both intellectually limited. The child is limited in the sense that he cannot break out of his five-year-old mind and enter the intellectual world of the professor. And the professor is limited in the sense that he cannot break out of his sophisticated professor mind and enter the simple mind of a five-year-old child. The child’s mind is simply limited. The professor’s mind is limited in the sense that he cannot limit his thoughts to those of a child.


Relating this back to God illustrates the problem of a transcendent Creator. If God is not of this world at all, is He any less limited than the professor who cannot communicate with children?


God and godliness


The solution to this problem according to the mystical tradition of kabbala (see pp. 134–6) is to see two dimensions in godliness. One dimension is far removed from all aspects of creation called sovev kol almīn, which translates as ‘that which encompasses all worlds’. The image of something encompassing yet not penetrating or infiltrating does justice to the transcendent aspect of the Creator. There is another dimension called memale kol almin, which translates as ‘that which fills or occupies all worlds’. This describes the aspect of godliness that is intimately involved in all aspects of creation.


The kabbalists are not saying that there are two Gods, one above and the other below. They are not even talking about God but rather godliness. The distinction is crucial. There is only one God: memale and sovev refer to expressions of God. One form of expression, sovev, is not limited or defined in terms of creation. The other form of expression, memale, is not limited in terms of transcendence. Going back to our example of the maths professor, it would be as if the professor could effortlessly flit back and forth between his hyper intellectual world and the simple mind of a five-year-old.


What emerges from this idea is that the Creator is both near and far; He both occupies and transcends creation and He does so at the same time. The eighteenth-century Hasidic master Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotsk put it succinctly: ‘He who does not see God everywhere, sees Him nowhere.’


It was this subtle idea that was graphically illustrated in the dimensions of the Ark and the Holy of Holies at the beginning of this chapter.


The greatness of God is not His ability to create a brilliant sunset or a magnificent mountain range. For Jews, God’s true greatness lies in his transcendent ability to leave his supernal realm in order to create and occupy our world, investing Himself in the creation of what from His perspective can only be an infinitesimal mountain so that we might take pleasure in our physical surroundings.


God’s continual sustenance


What emerges from all this is that the God who sustains nature is the same God who inhabits the supernal realms. There is no hierarchy of deities, each with a specific sphere of influence, but rather one Creator to whom all creations, both physical and spiritual, owe their continued existence. I say continued existence because unlike a carpenter who builds a table and walks away from it, God constantly sustains His creation. The carpenter can walk away from his finished product safe in the knowledge that unless someone deliberately destroys his work, it will be there tomorrow. This is because the carpenter is not really the creator of the table. He merely assembled what were already the pre-existing materials that constitute the table and these materials exist independently of the carpenter’s efforts. With God however, it is different, as he creates ex nihilo, from absolute nothingness. Were He to cease sustaining creation for even a moment all would revert back to nothingness. This is a difficult concept to grasp because it is almost impossible to find anything comparable in our experience, since by our very limited nature we are capable of creating something only out of something else. However, it may be possible to illustrate this with an example from our world of thought.


Imagine you are in your office having a daydream. In your daydream, you are a military general leading men into battle. The scene is vivid; planes roar overhead, shells explode all around and your men inch forward trying to take the high ground. Suddenly the phone rings; it’s your secretary telling you that your next appointment is due. You are pulled back into the real world. For the next hour you are immersed in your client’s concerns. You may or may not resume the daydream once the client has left – that is not the point. The point is, what happened to that raging battle during the hour you spent with your client? Did your men press on without you? Were they successful? Were they repelled by the enemy? The answer obviously is that nothing happened. The entire world you created in your mind simply ceased to exist the moment the phone rang. This is because it had no independent existence outside your mind; it began and ended in your head.


Similarly, the universe has no independent existence outside God. ‘You existed before the world was created; You exist after the world was created’ is a phrase Jewish believers recite each day in morning prayers. Since the universe has no independent existence it depends on God’s ceaseless sustenance for its endurance. This is reflected in another passage from the morning prayers in which the worshipper thanks God for his kindness of ‘daily renewing His act of creation’.


The result of this is that for the believing Jew every aspect of creation bears testimony to the existence and closeness of the Creator. It is for this reason that many of the early Hasidic masters – who will be introduced in the second part of this book – would prefer to pray alone in forests or meadows rather than in crowded synagogues. Being alone with nature enabled them to contemplate and commune with the Creator better.


Some Hasidic masters found they were able to sense godliness in physical matter closer to home. The story is told about Rabbi Shalom DovBer of Lubavitch (1860–1920) who, when asked what his thoughts were during prayers on Yom Kippur, responded by saying that he contemplated the lectern at which he stood.


Faith


Judaism is often unfairly caricatured as a religion that puts practice before belief. It has been argued that so long as a Jew observes the ritual practices it doesn’t much matter what he believes. This, of course, is portrayed in contrast to other faiths that place great importance on doctrinal belief. This is a gross distortion of the truth. Judaism places a high premium on ritual practice, yet the essence of practice is to draw the participant close to God. Ritual practice that does not take God into consideration is shallow, even empty.


This is not to say that every practising Jew finds it easy to believe in God. Doubts may arise in the minds of the most devout Jews. Sometimes doubts are triggered by personal tragedies or by witnessing the needless suffering of others. Other times one may just fall out of faith for no apparent reason. The committed Jew does not allow such lapses of faith to interfere with his daily practice of Judaism. He accepts the fact that such lapses are inevitable and he even anticipates them. Yet he does not suspend his practice of Judaism until such time as he is able to regain his faith. To do this would be to admit defeat, a horrifying thought for a committed Jew. Instead he struggles and wrestles with his doubts in the hope that he will discover a deeper faith in God than he had previously. A believer in the Jewish tradition is not characterized by his unquestioning and constant faith in God, but rather by his unyielding desire to believe in God even when such belief deserts him.


This idea is illustrated by a very touching Hasidic tale. A hasid travelled many miles to visit his Rebbe. Upon entering the Rebbe’s study the Hasid broke down crying. ‘What is the matter, my son?’ asked the Rebbe.


‘Oh Rebbe,’ sobbed the hasid, ‘I don’t know what to do with myself, I’ve always been a pious and practising Jew but, how can I say this? Lately I find myself doubting the existence of God!’


The Rebbe looked at the miserable man standing before him and asked, ‘but tell me, son, does this lack of faith disturb you?’


‘Disturb me!?’ shouted the man. ‘Of course it disturbs me, I can’t eat, I can’t sleep, I can’t relax, it’s eating me up alive.’


‘Well then,’ said the Rebbe, ‘so long as it disturbs you you’ve nothing to worry about. Go home and please God you will regain you faith. Only this time it will be deeper and stronger than before.’


Faith is not a constant. It ebbs and flows, and so long as one remains committed to pursuing it, it grows and develops. The faith of a forty-year-old is not the same as the faith of a teenager; it is deeper, subtler, more sophisticated.


An eminent rabbi and philosopher recounted how as a young man he was plagued by doubts about God’s existence. He confessed these doubts to his rabbi in the hope that he would help resolve them. The rabbi looked at his watch; it was time for afternoon prayers. ‘Come,’ he said to his student, ‘let’s pray then we’ll talk.’ The fact that the rabbi saw no inherent conflict in asking a doubter of God’s existence to join him in prayer sharply illustrates the asymmetrical relationship between faith and practice.


God and man


No discussion of the Jewish view of God would be complete without reference to the innately Jewish practice of arguing with God. The Jewish tradition of arguing with God goes back to the biblical account of Abraham, who, after being informed of God’s decision to wipe out the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah, begins to argue on their behalf. ‘Should the One who judges all beings not be just?’ he rhetorically asks the Creator. Moses continued this tradition when he was informed by God that He would wipe out the rebellious Israelites as punishment for worshipping a golden calf. ‘Why should the Egyptians say He redeemed his people from Egypt only to slaughter them in the desert?’


And as if this were not enough, Moses told God that if He could not find it in His heart to forgive His errant people then Moses did not want his name associated with the Torah. This tradition of argumentation with God continued throughout Jewish history, finding its most forceful proponent in the eighteenth century with Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Bardichev who, as a rabbinical judge, was not above calling his Creator to account in a court of religious law.


Where does such irreverence come from? And how does one reconcile this irreverence to God with Judaism, the mother of all monotheistic faiths?


The answer has partly to do with the fact that God himself invited Abraham to challenge Him over His decision to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. Why else would God inform Abraham of His plans? In the case of Moses, God, after informing Moses that He planned to wipe out the Israelites, added ‘and now leave me’, the implication being that if Moses refused to leave God he might convince Him to alter His decision. The fact that in Abraham’s case God actually allowed Abraham to bargain with Him and in Moses’ case He altered His decision as a result of Moses’ challenge indicates that such challenges were not only permissible but in fact even desirable.


On the other hand, there are clear boundaries that neither man was willing to cross. Abraham pushed God only so far. In the end he was not successful. The cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed and Abraham accepted God’s ultimate judgement. Moses was successful in saving his people from God’s wrath, but he was not successful in his plea to be allowed to enter the Promised Land. As with Abraham, Moses, although deeply disappointed, accepted God’s judgement without the slightest complaint.


The idea that emerges from these stories is that God is both a fatherly figure who invites his children to share their feelings with Him and yet also sovereign of the universe whose will must unquestioningly be obeyed. The multi-dimensional conception of God finds expression in one of the central high holiday prayers called avinu malkenu, which translates as ‘our father our king’. Indeed, throughout Jewish prayer the Almighty is at times addressed in the lofty terms of sovereign and at other times in the familiar terms of a parent.


An outsider visiting a synagogue service for the first time will probably be struck by its relaxed atmosphere. This does not mean that Jewish worshippers are irreverent, only that they are relaxed in God’s presence. This sense of ease is absorbed by osmosis from a young age when children learn through Jewish ritual that God is present at their dinner tables on Shabbat and festivals and in their bedrooms when they recite their prayers before going to sleep. Theirs is not the image of an angry bearded man in the sky but rather of a faceless benevolent power that is intimately involved in all aspects of their lives.


It is the two diametrically opposed dimensions of avinumalkenu, father–king, that give rise to the creative tension enabling the Jew to argue and question God and yet at the same time to submit to His will. God invites us to raise questions about how He runs the world, but also warns us not to expect easy answers. Judaism is not just about raising questions, it is about learning to live with them.





Chapter 2


TORAH


I prefer Your Torah to thousands of gold and silver pieces (Psalms 119:72)


I have invested My very Essence in writing (Talmud, Shabbat 105a)


The great second-century rabbinic sage Rabbi Akiva insisted on teaching Torah in public to his many disciples despite the fact that it had been outlawed by the Romans. When he was confronted by a colleague who wondered why the rabbi was willing to risk his life in this way, Rabbi Akiva responded with the following parable.


There once was a hungry fox walking along the river bank. He peered into the clear rushing waters and saw a school of fish darting about.


‘Why you are so agitated?’ the fox asked.


‘We are trying to avoid the fishermen’s nets,’ they replied.


‘Ah,’ said the hungry fox. ‘Why not come up onto dry land with me, that way you will be safe from the fishermen’s nets.’


‘And it is you whom they call the cleverest of animals!’ replied the incredulous fish. ‘If we remain in the river there is a chance we will get caught, but until then at least we are alive. If however we were to abandon the river for dry land we will certainly die, for the water is the very source of our life.’


‘It is the same with me,’ said Rabbi Akiva. ‘I know that sooner or later the Roman authorities will catch up with me. But in the meantime the Jewish people are in need of Torah. It is their very life. To deny them this, would be to condemn our people to certain spiritual death.’


Anyone vaguely familiar with Judaism knows that at its heart is the Torah – but what exactly is the Torah? On one level one could say that the Torah is the Humash, the five books of Moses beginning with the story of creation in Genesis and ending with the passing of Moses in Deuteronomy. These are, after all, the five books that appear in the Torah scroll.


On another level one could say that the Torah is the entire Hebrew Bible, known as the Tanakh, incorporating twenty-four individual books, not just the Humash but also the Hebrew prophets and scripture. On yet another level one could say that the Torah includes all the interpretations of the Tanakh as understood by rabbis and scholars throughout the ages. This is the most comprehensive definition of the Torah since it incorporates the Talmud, Midrash and Jewish legal works as well as mystical literature. While each of these definitions is accurate in specific contexts, for the purpose of this chapter I adopt the most comprehensive definition, that the Torah includes all biblical and rabbinic literature.


What is Jewish scripture?


The most important part of Jewish scripture is the Humash, the five books of Moses. Jews believe that these five books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) are the word of God as dictated to Moses. It is these five books that make up the content of the Torah scroll, which is the most sacred object in Judaism. So sacred is the Torah scroll that if it were to fall to the ground the congregation would be obliged to fast as a mark of deep distress. Since the Humash is treated as the very word of God it is subjected to the most detailed and scrutinizing analysis. Sentence structures, seemingly superfluous words and repetitive phrases are all imbued with deep and often multiple hidden meanings.


The next most important parts of Jewish scripture are the books of the prophets, the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Also included are the twelve minor prophets (so called, not because of the quality of their spiritual stature, but because of their minor quantitative output): they are Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zachariah and Malachi.


Following on from the prophetic writings is a third section of scripture. This section includes the books of Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah and Chronicles. This section is also treated with great reverence. Together these three sections, referred to collectively by the acronym TaNaKH (taken from their Hebrew titles Torah Nevi’im and Ketuvim), form what is known as the written Torah.




Acronyms, known in Hebrew as Roshei teivot, meaning ‘the heads of words’, are common in rabbinic literature. It seems that the use of acronymns originated long before the advent of the printing press, when Jewish scholars would transcribe their ideas on the margins of the manuscripts they studied. In order to make maximum use of the limited space available they resorted to using acronyms instead of writing out full words. The practice also extends to the names of great rabbinic scholars. For example, Maimonides’ full Hebrew name was Rabbi Moshe Ben Maimon, yet he is best known amongst the Jewish scholarly community by his acronym RaMBaM. The same is true for Rabbi Shlomo Itzhaki, known simply as Rashi. There are literally thousands of acronyms throughout rabbinic literature. Some of them recur frequently and so they are well known. Others are more difficult to unravel. There are special dictionaries for this purpose. One such dictionary has almost two hundred pages of closely typed acronyms and their meanings.





The oral Torah


The written Torah is so named because, according to Jewish belief, the Almighty instructed that it be transcribed. Another part of Jewish scripture is called the oral Torah because it was, at least initially, not intended to be transcribed but rather transmitted orally. The oral Torah, which began to be transcribed in the first century, is vast and continues to expand to this day.


The oral Torah is essentially everything that is not TaNaKH, that is, all the traditions that have been passed down throughout the ages that clarify the written Torah and plumb its depth for meaning. A classic example of the demarcation between the two is the mitzvah of laying tefillin, small black leather boxes containing passages of scripture strapped to a worshipper’s arm and around the head. The Bible instructs every Jewish male to bind the word of God on his arm and between his eyes. That is it. Without an oral Torah we would know very little about what the tefillin ought to look like or how we should bind them. It is also unclear from the Bible how often we should perform this mitzvah. Do we do it by day or by night? It is the oral Torah that fills in these gaps by telling us to insert the passages of the shema inside black leather boxes and to wrap them on one’s weaker arm seven times each morning.


What is interesting about the oral Torah is that it sometimes appears to contradict the plain meaning of the written Torah. For example, regarding tefillin, the written Torah says to bind them as a sign on your hand and as a marker between your eyes. The oral law explains that ‘hand’ does not mean ‘hand’ but ‘arm’, and in fact the tefillin must be placed on the upper arm across from one’s heart. Similarly, ‘between the eyes’ does not mean literally so but rather on the edge of one’s head, just above the hairline, on the spot between the two eyes. To take another example, the written Torah states that ‘You shall have no fire in all your dwellings on the Shabbat.’ This seems straightforward enough and the reader could be forgiven for believing that what is being proscribed is any form of illumination in the home on Shabbat. The oral Torah, however, explains that what is meant by the verse is that one must not create fire on Shabbat but one may certainly benefit from fire that has been created beforehand.


Where did the oral Torah come from? The answer is that it came from Sinai, just as did the written Torah. The Bible tells us that Moses spent forty days and nights on Mount Sinai. Forty days and nights is a long time. It is certainly longer than he would have required to absorb the written Torah; rather, it was both the written and oral Torah that God taught Moses during that period.


Both from a theological as well as a legal perspective, the two Torahs are essentially one and have always been so treated by the rabbis. It was their job to disseminate the oral Torah as well as to apply its principles to emerging cases and scenarios. However, until the time the Mishnah was redacted it was forbidden to record in writing any of the oral Torah.


This placed a huge demand on the aspiring scholar, who required not just sharp analytical abilities but also a remarkable memory. Those who proved equal to the task eventually became rabbis in their own right, who then passed the tradition on to their disciples. By the time of the second century CE it was becoming exceedingly difficult for the young scholars to keep up. It was then decided that unless decisive action was taken there was a real chance that the Torah would be forgotten altogether. Thus began the enormous project of formulating, collecting and redacting the Mishnah so that it could be put into written form. This task was completed by Rabbi Yehudah ha-Nasi towards the end of the second century.


Another Talmudic opinion sees the relationship between tradition and innovation as slightly more complex, and illustrates this with the following story.


While Moses is on Mount Sinai studying the Torah with God his eyes are drawn to the unique lettering of the Torah. Some of the letters appear to have little crowns on them, and so he asks God about this. ‘Oh that,’ says God, ‘that is for the great Jewish scholar Rabbi Akiva who will be born many years from now. He will derive many laws from these crownlets through his penetrating analysis.’ ‘I’d love to meet him.’ says Moses. God sends Moses into the future and he finds himself sitting in the back row at one of Rabbi Akiva’s public discourses. The fact that he is sitting in the back is significant, for the front rows were reserved for the most able students. Try as he may, Moses cannot follow the lecture. It is too innovative, he is not familiar with the material and he cannot follow the analysis. He suddenly feels faint. ‘How is this possible, that I the recipient of the Torah from God himself cannot follow this Torah lecture?’ he wonders to himself. Then a student in the front row raises a question. It is a good question, one that challenges the basis of the entire discussion. Rabbi Akiva immediately defends it by saying, ‘This, my students is a law that was given to Moses on Sinai. It is a sacred principle and it must be accepted.’ Moses hears this and immediately feels better.




Tradition and innovation in the oral Torah


One of the challenges facing the rabbis was the extent to which the scholar could innovate by applying established principles to new cases and yet remain true to the original tradition. In other words, if the Talmudic rabbis debate an issue of Jewish law, and in the course of their argument they discover novel truths or establish new applications, could this be considered the same Torah God gave to Moses on Sinai? One view is that it is. This opinion holds that whatever novel idea any Torah scholar produces, it had already been taught to Moses on Sinai. In fact it is precisely because this thought was already in the ether, so to speak, that the contemporary scholar was able to formulate it.





The point of the story is that Rabbi Akiva’s analysis and methodology are indeed novel, so much so that Moses cannot follow the discussion. However, ultimately the discussion must come back to the hard established principles that Moses was taught by God on Sinai. So long as the creative scholar is rooted firmly in those principles the outcome of his creativity can rightly be called the Torah of Moses.


The Talmud


The Mishnah is characteristically concise, and it was used by scholars of subsequent generations as a departure point into a deeper discussion. Eventually scholars subjected the Mishnah to intense analysis, giving rise to a much broader and deeper body of Jewish law known as the Talmud. There are actually two Talmuds, one Palestinian, the other Babylonian. The first was completed in Palestine in about the fifth century, the second in Babylonia in about the sixth century. Of the two Talmuds it is the Babylonian that is most widely used and commented on. This is also the larger of the two. If one were to study a double folio page of it a day it would take just over seven years to complete. It is the basis upon which all subsequent Jewish law was developed and it is to this day, besides TaNaKH, the most important work in Jewish religious literature. In fact, when one refers to the Talmud without specifying which one, it is taken for granted that the Babylonian one is meant.
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