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Praise for LISTENING FOR GOD IN TORAH AND CREATION


 


‘In this commentary Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg has captured the wisdom of the ages for all men and women of faith or of none.’


Sir Terry Waite, KCMG CBE 


 


‘What Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg has given us here is nothing less than an old-new midrash for the 21st century. He has read deeply in the full range of Jewish sources, including the mystical tradition. But he has also taken into view much of modern literature, science and theology. Week after week, his midrash brings them all together, always highlighted by his inquiring mind, his commitment to great moral decency, and his ongoing sense of wonder at the natural world. This is a contemporary Jewish classic.’


Art Green, Founding dean Hebrew College rabbinical school


 


‘Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg has offered these rich reflections on the Torah to his own Jewish community, but also as a gift to Christians whose discipleship cannot but be enlarged by the wisdom that he shares. The “companionship of the Torah” to Jewish people which Jonathan describes speaks in turn of the companionship of Jewish people and the Jewish tradition to all Christians for which we are indebted, and I receive here, again, with care and gratitude.’ 


The Most Revd and Rt Hon. Justin Welby


 


‘In an age of partisan rage, endless stress and the temptation of despair, we all need a teacher who is resolute, reliable, gentle and wise. In Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg, we have such a guide and companion. As he unveils deep wisdom in the passages of Torah, familiar and less known, we can feel the light warming the hidden crevices of our soul, making it possible once again to think, to hope and to breathe.’


Rabbi Dr Bradley Shavit Artson, Roslyn and Abner Goldstine Dean’s Chair, Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies, American Jewish University


 


‘In this engaging and memorable cycle of reflections on the weekly portions of Torah readings, Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg makes the riches of generations of Jewish scholarship, wisdom and lived experience accessible to a wide audience, Jews and non-Jews. Christians in particular will find themselves repeatedly enlightened and challenged by the insights which the rabbi draws from, a part of their scriptures which are both familiar and strange to them.’


The Rt Revd Dr Michael Ipgrave, Chair of the Council of Christians and Jews
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To my family, especially


to my wife Nicky and our children Amos, Libbi and Kadya;


to my brother Raphael, his wife Lena, their children Gideon and Danny, and the grandchildren;


and to my spiritual family,


the community of 


The New North London Synagogue.


 


נְצֹ֣ר בְּ֭נִי מִצְוַ֣ת אָבִ֑יךָ וְאַל־תִּ֝טֹּ֗שׁ תּוֹרַ֥ת אִמֶּֽךָ


קׇשְׁרֵ֣ם עַל־לִבְּךָ֣ תָמִ֑יד עׇ֝נְדֵ֗ם עַל־גַּרְגְּרֹתֶֽךָ


בְּהִתְהַלֶּכְךָ֨ תַּנְחֶ֬ה אֹתָ֗ךְ 


בְּֽ֭שׇׁכְבְּךָ תִּשְׁמֹ֣ר עָלֶ֑יךָ וַ֝הֲקִיצ֗וֹתָ הִ֣יא תְשִׂיחֶֽךָ׃


 


Keep, my child, the commandment of your father, 


Don’t forsake the Torah of your mother.


Bind them against your heart at all times,


Hang them like a jewel around your neck.


Wherever you go they will guide you:


When you lie down, they will protect you,


And when you awake, they will give you speech.


(Proverbs 6:20–2)










Foreword


by Jonathan Freedland


It’s always described as the most widely published book in history, the book found in every hotel room in the world – but how many of us have really read the Bible, and how deeply have we absorbed it? Plenty of secular-minded readers will not be too troubled by that question. They will make three assumptions. First, that they already know the basic stories and themes. Second, that most of those stories consist of pretty childish fare. And third, that they could only have relevance or resonance to a believer. In this remarkable book, Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg demolishes each one of those assumptions.


For one thing, he opens up the Torah, the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, in such a way that all but the most learned scholars – and even some of them – will find something new on every page. Of course, there are the apparently familiar characters – Adam and Eve, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Moses – but there are also the likes of Pinchas, Betsalel and one Zelophehad. Even those stories we think we know, Wittenberg swiftly reminds us, we don’t. So we learn that ‘the first human being is androgynous’ according to the Talmud, containing both male and female. Those two sides were like conjoined twins that had to be separated, so that man and woman could ‘relate to each other face to face’. There is no male primacy, still less supremacy. Eve was not second to Adam: instead, ‘man and woman are co-created’.


Second, through Wittenberg’s commentary, we soon see that these tales are anything but suitable solely for younger readers. The pain of sisters Rachel and Leah, their competition for the love of the same man, is a wholly adult drama. The same is true of Abraham’s binding of Isaac, centred on a father’s willingness to sacrifice his son and the son’s wounded incomprehension, a trauma that he will never shake. It’s all here: betrayal, envy, lust, childlessness, vanity, heartbreak.


Third, none of this requires belief in a supernatural deity. Wittenberg addresses the question from the outset, giving his own account of the authorship of the Torah, one that is compatible with, but not dependent on, a traditional conception of God. Even if one cannot accept his approach, with its suggestion of the Torah as a joint enterprise of the divine and the human, it hardly invalidates the material within.


On the contrary, Wittenberg demonstrates the value of these texts – for Jews and non-Jews alike – simply by engaging with them. We soon realise they yield compelling lessons for twenty-first-century life, whether via a meditation on idolatry – with a rumination on the current worship of the self that takes us from the story of the golden calf to the smartphone selfie – or through insights on everything from leadership (and its frustrations) to disability. Just as every Shakespeare play is contemporary, so we see that the Torah is timely because it is timeless.


It helps that Wittenberg is a scholar whose expertise is hardly confined to his own patch. He quotes Jewish sages Rashi and Maimonides, but also Shelley, Milton, Blake and Goethe. His references range from second-century rabbinic commentary to Eisenhower and Gandhi. Like a Talmudist of old, he can drill into the meaning of individual letters in a single word, but he can also unpack the lyrics of Leonard Cohen. What’s more, he is an unusually gifted writer: he describes ancient enmities, passed down the generations and exploited by eager demagogues, as ‘heirloom grudges’.


The result is a book that is not only relevant for today, but which will last. It is full of lessons for life, about how human beings relate to the natural world – warning us that, if anything, the suffering felt by animals is worse than our own – and how we relate to each other, including advice not to see ‘people as they appear to us now without appreciating, or troubling to find out, who they once were’. A man with dementia in a wheelchair might be a D-Day veteran. A woman seen only as a generic ‘asylum seeker’ might, in fact, be a doctor or IT specialist.


Listening for God in Torah and Creation is, as promised, full of conscience and soul. But it also brims with moral resolve, empathy and the deepest possible wisdom. It is proof that the Torah is a living, breathing thing – and that Jonathan Wittenberg deserves his place among the rabbis who, for millennia, have served to reveal its truth and its beauty.
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Introduction


‘She’s got a question for you,’ said our Sabbath guest, looking encouragingly at her five-year-old daughter. After a pause to overcome her shyness, the little girl asked: ‘Who made God?’


I’ve no idea how I responded at the time, or how I would answer now. But this book is the result of such moments, a product of forty years of living in community, facing questions great and small and trying not to be unworthy of the depth of Jewish tradition and the history of my people.


I’m grateful to my congregation for supporting, and for challenging, me. Sermons may seem like monologues, but in truth they’re a heartfelt attempt to respond to listening to people of all ages in all kinds of life situations: How do I manage my grief? Can there be a God in this cruel world? Are there any Jewish prayers for my sick dog? How do I love my neighbour if I struggle to love myself? How do I live a values-driven life in a materialistic world? How do I remain sensitive to the fragile wonder of creation? How do I reconcile my multiple identities and loyalties?


Behind these personal questions are the wider issues that torment our societies: injustice, suffering, abuse, racism, war, the fear of climate collapse. This book is about my struggles with these challenges. I often don’t have answers; faith isn’t chiefly about certainties, but how we try to live in a generous, compassionate and committed way in the face of uncertainties.


My central resource is three thousand years of Jewish literature, rooted in the Torah, the five opening books of the Hebrew Bible. It is a culture of ceaseless, unsparing exploration of the relationships between God, humanity and creation, society and the individual, and the ideals versus the realities of spiritual and ethical life. I’m equally inspired by the kindness, courage, imagination, integrity and devotion of countless people of all faiths and none, which I witness almost daily.


I haven’t written this book for Jews only, but also for fellow seekers of all creeds and none, especially Christian colleagues and companions because we share so much of our textual heritage. I’m mindful of Abraham Joshua Heschel’s pithy definition in his 1963 speech ‘Religion and Race’: ‘What is an idol? Any god who is mine but not yours, any god concerned with me but not with you . . .’1 I’ve never thought of God as God of the Jews, but always as the God of us all, encompassing and transcending all differences and divisions. God speaks in all life; God is present in the birdsong and the meditations of the trees as much as, to quote Wordsworth, in ‘the still sad music of humanity’.2 I believe our religions are different paths to the same goal of service. What matters most are not our divergences in ritual and dogma, important as they are, but the kinds of people we become as we try to follow the path of faith and care for each other and all living beings.


This book is structured according to the Torah readings, which, alongside the festivals, define the flow of the Jewish year. Every Shabbat morning one, and occasionally two, of the fifty-four weekly portions into which the Torah is subdivided is read in public in the synagogue. The cycle commences with ‘In the beginning’ on the autumn festival of Simchat Torah, ‘The Joy of Torah’, and concludes one year later with the closing words of Deuteronomy, before it starts all over again after a gap of about five minutes.


In an age that prizes novelty, it may sound dull to read the same stories in identical instalments year by year. But the older I get, the more I realise how far this is from the truth. I remember meeting my father’s Uncle Ernst on one of his visits to London. He’d been an army doctor in the First World War, was interned by the Nazis in Buchenwald, escaped to America and was now in his late nineties. He smiled at me with that look of wizened kindness one sometimes sees in the very elderly and, indicating the volume on the table before him, said: ‘I like to study the Torah with a different commentary every year. In that way I always see it with fresh eyes.’


The narratives and laws of the Torah become our frame of reference; we grow with them, and they grow in us. Torah is the organising narrative of Jewish experience. It becomes entwined with the story of our own lives, forming an inextricable part of our self-understanding and discourse. Over time, the meanings we perceive in the Torah alter and deepen. What we once passed over as irrelevant may suddenly become important, and vice versa. A passage may long have been familiar, but never resonated so deeply in us before. Like Jacob waking from his dream of a ladder from earth to heaven, we may find ourselves saying of a story, a verse or even a single word, ‘God is in this place, and I did not know’ (Gen. 28:16). Why, asks the great mediaeval commentator Rashi (1040–1115), does the Torah say, ‘On this day the Children of Israel arrived at Sinai,’ and not, ‘On that day’? Because, he answers, the Torah should be new to us every day.3 We are no longer the same person as we were yesterday, so our Torah cannot remain the same either.


The companionship of the Torah is, and always has been, the one constant throughout the existence of the Jewish People, the secret of its strength in times of suffering and the source of its joy in periods of reprieve. Forced by waves of persecution to flee from one land of exile to another, time and again the Torah’s laws, rites and appointed seasons served communities as the blueprint for the recreation of a vibrant spiritual, educational and social life. In Chagall’s picture Solitude, an elderly Jew clasps the Torah while in the background smoke rises as his former home town burns. Next to him, a calf with a gentle face plays the violin, as if to say, ‘I have my instrument of music and you have yours.’ My grandfather used to quote the verse from Psalms, ‘Your statutes are my songs in the lands of my earthly sojourn’ (Ps. 119:54).


What do we mean by Torah?


Strictly speaking, ‘Torah’ refers to the text itself, known as the Chumash, the Pentateuch or band of five, the first section of the Tenakh, the three-part Hebrew Bible which, as well as the Torah, includes the Prophets and the Writings. But from the beginning of rabbinic culture, it was understood that Moses received not one but two Torahs on Mount Sinai, the Torah Shebichetav, the Written Torah, and the Torah Shebe’al Peh, the Oral Torah, the debates, interpretations, rules, customs and traditions that make the Torah, at any time and in any place, always an entire way of life. Hence the rabbinic saying that even the answers to the questions disciples were destined to ask in the distant future were revealed at Sinai. Some take this literally; to most, it means that the insights of future generations, so long as they are deeply rooted in Torah, are Torah too.


Just as growth rings accrue around the heartwood of a tree, so layers of rabbinic discourse encircle the words of Torah and become an intrinsic part of their vitality. This can be seen in the very layout of the classic editions not only of the Chumash, but also of all seminal Jewish works. In the centre of the page is the text itself, surrounded by commentaries and super-commentaries, which refer not only to the passage under debate but also to each other in a long, immensely varied yet organically connected intergenerational debate.


Torah becomes richer with every community and context in which Jews live, as ancient texts and venerated practices are brought to life in new geographical, social and cultural environments. ‘There are seventy faces to Torah’ is a byword of rabbinic exegesis. Halakhah, Jewish law and practice, is largely established, though always subject to further debate (Midrash Bemidbar Rabbah 13:15–16). But the scope for homiletic interpretation, for fresh literary and spiritual insights into how the Torah can be understood, is infinite. The aptness of one explanation never implies the inadequacy of any other, for, as the rabbis said of the disputes between Hillel and Shammai and their followers, it’s not a question of deciding who’s right and who’s wrong, but rather of appreciating that ‘These and these are the words of the living God’ (Talmud Eruvin 13b).


Therefore, despite the centrality of the Pentateuch, Judaism is not the religion of the Bible but rather the religion of Torah, not the religion just of the text but also of how rabbis and communities have lived by and have interpreted and continue to interpret it. Once the Torah was given by God to Moses, authority was passed to the learned to expound its meanings according to their understandings and sensitivities. The Torah itself empowered the leaders and teachers of future generation to apply its laws and values according to their best insights. This leadership was never inclusive, but a meritocracy of the scholars. Until modern times, it excluded the voices of all but very few women, an irreparable impoverishment of rabbinic sources. But its debates did at least take place in the down-to-earth context of community life with its everyday practical social and economic challenges, and the rabbis regarded no subject as too mundane on the one hand, or too abstruse on the other, for their consideration.


They venerated every word of the Torah; they never regarded a single sentence, syllable or letter as redundant, including even what might look to the untrained eye like repetitions or, dare it be said, boring verses. They argued passionately over every detail. They made unlikely connections between seemingly unrelated passages, bridged only by as minimal a link as the use of the same word or phrase. They saw apparent discrepancies or gaps in the narrative as fertile opportunities for imaginative explorations, often for entire homilies and stories. ‘Never underestimate them,’ my teacher, Rabbi Professor Magonet, would say. ‘There’s always an astute perception behind what may look at first glance like mere rabbinic fancy.’ The rabbis were frequently playful with language, never seeing this as contradicting their reverence for Scripture. While maintaining that the Torah never lost its plain meaning, they were anything but literalists. They mined, refined and sometimes radically redefined what they understood the Torah to say. Their interpretations were not rarely dictated by what they knew the Torah had to mean in the context of the issues they were facing. It’s a chastening but also an exhilarating thought that we are part of that same ongoing engagement in examination and debate, however small our contribution may be.


It is through these processes that Judaism as we know it was, and continues to be, created. As the contemporary philosopher of Judaism Moshe Halbertal noted in People of the Book,4 once a canon of sacred writings is sealed and no further texts are admitted, as was the Hebrew Bible by the second century ce at the latest, new realities can only be addressed through the exposition of the works already included. This means that they have to be interpreted with generosity and imagination, because all future challenges have to be met with reference to this same core of Scripture.


Different ways of reading the Torah


Rabbi Ishmael, a close colleague of the first- to second-century Rabbi Akiva, formulated thirteen methods by which the Torah should be expounded.5 The number connects these measures to the traditional enumeration of the thirteen attributes of God’s mercy. The obvious inference is that just as God is understood to be merciful, so God’s word should be explained with mercy and compassion, in accord with justice and truth. I believe this to be the fundamental direction of travel of rabbinic interpretation.


It is probably from the thirteenth century onwards that the Hebrew term pardes, ‘paradise’, a Persian loan word, became understood as an acronym for four different kinds of scriptural signification: peshat, ‘plain’, the text’s so-called simple meaning; remez, ‘hint’, its allegorical dimension; derash, ‘search’ or ‘exposition’, its homiletical potential; and sod, ‘secret’, its mystical resonance. To study Torah is thus to enter the paradise of the sacred word, with its source in the divine revelation and its infinite possibilities of meaning.


Peshat is not as simple as ‘plain’ suggests. Rashi describes his particular purpose as ‘coming only [to explain] peshuto shel Mikra, the basic meaning of Scripture’. He defines this as ‘settling each word according to its manner’, a challenge that involves engaging with the semantic meaning, syntax, word order and often the pre-established rabbinic understanding of every verse, a far from ‘simple’ endeavour.6


Remez refers to the metaphorical and allegorical potential of the text, as Michael Fishbane wrote in Sacred Attunement: ‘The exegetical mystery of remez lies in its assumption that truth lies beyond appearances, and that meaning is more than meets the eye.’7


Derash, or midrash, involves creative imagination, investigating potential relationships between seemingly unconnected passages and ideas, and exploring the unstated. It often takes as its starting point a seemingly unremarkable detail in the text, which it exploits to pursue a deeper question, a moral or theological ‘why?’


Yet it is sod, the ‘secret’ layer of meanings, that relies on the most radical understanding of Torah as revelation. We read the Torah as narratives and laws, but to the mystics this is only a concession to the limitations of the human mind and language. To them, the Torah is holy communication; it is white fire on black fire, aflame, like the burning bush, with the divine presence, transcending comprehension. Sod, as Melila Hellner-Eshed has noted:


 


. . . invites the readers . . . to enhance their visionary capacity and to look deeply into reality and into the narratives of the Torah to discover the divine light concealed within. This intensification of vision allows the viewers to see hidden lights and causes them to shine with a great radiance.8


 


Engaging with these rich and diverse modes of interpretation, the contemporary student of Torah has the privilege, and responsibility, of sitting at the far end of the same table as Rabbi Akiva and his generation of the first and second centuries ce, as Rashi and Rashi’s commentators, and as the Kabbalists and Hasidic masters. We are simultaneously students and participants in the same ongoing, vital discourse.


Traditional versus historical-critical approaches


Prior to the Enlightenment, the traditional Jewish approach was to regard the Written Torah as God’s eternal sacred word, leading to profound reverence for the text and faithful compliance with its commandments. This is the foundation of Orthodox Judaism and can be pithily expressed as: God spoke the words, the rabbis interpreted them and we must obey.


But, despite its grandeur and simplicity, for many this understanding has become increasingly difficult to uphold since the development of the text-critical approach, or ‘higher criticism’, as advocated by Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918) and the many scholars, Christian and Jewish, who have since followed in his wake. In the words of my own teacher, Louis Jacobs (1920–2006):


 


Thanks to the massive researches of a host of scholars in various disciplines during the past 150 years, [and by now rather more,] a consensus has emerged about how the Torah came about . . . It has come to be seen that the tremendous entity we call the Torah, comprising the Pentateuch, the rest of the Bible, the Mishnah, the Talmud – and the elaborations on all of these in Jewish thought – is not static but dynamic, the constant interaction of the divine with the human. That the Torah contains a divine element no religious supernaturalist will wish to deny. But the human element, too, is quite obviously present.9


 


The disciplines he refers to include archaeology, history, comparative literature and linguistic and literary analysis. In his poignantly titled work, Sacred Fragments, Neil Gillman (1933–2017) notes that the conclusions derived from these investigation are ‘fatal to the dogma of Mosaic composition’ because they show beyond reasonable doubt that the Pentateuch is a ‘composite of a number of documents, each of which circulated independently, first orally and later in writing’; and because many of the traditions of the Bible are paralleled in the literature of other Near Eastern religions.10


The consequences are far-reaching. According to Jacobs:


 


Instead of the notion of a static transmission of a corpus of revealed truth, one now sees human beings reaching out to God, engaged in a process of trial and error, and influenced by the civilisations in which they live . . .


 


In summary, he argued that the Torah needs to be understood as revelation through, and not just as revelation to, human beings.11


It’s easy to understand why some would see this view as undermining the clear and direct authority of the Torah. An orthodox colleague once whispered to me that he rejected the text-critical approach not because he thought its conclusions were wrong, but because it took away the basis for obeying the mitzvot, or commandments. Against this important critique, I would argue that the authority of the mitzvot does not lie in their being literally dictated by God. For the Jewish People have not merely passively understood them as God’s will, but have also shaped and refined them in accord with their deepest understanding of what that will is and has to be. Generations of Jews have reached out to God by both following and interpreting the Torah’s commandments; they have listened to God through them, devoted their lives to obeying them, and have in so doing both sanctified and been sanctified by them. Across millennia, Jews have been guided, humbled, inspired and purified by the Torah’s laws and the struggle to understand and keep faith with them. They have dedicated themselves to them with all their ‘heart, soul and might’, and have not rarely been called upon to give up those lives because, and for the sake, of their faith (Deut. 6:5).


I don’t believe that the results of empirical research can, or should, be ignored or dismissed. God, as Louis Jacobs noted, quoting the Talmud, is truthful and loves truth; truths, including sacred truths, cannot and should not be repressed (Yoma 69b). To do so risks embarking on a dangerous path of intellectual control, potentially leading to a regressive religious authoritarianism. I consider it essential to read the Torah, and all sacred writings, in a critical light, following the axiom that there is no text without context. The Hebrew Bible, Gospels and Quran all contain ethically difficult passages. The Torah has disturbing things to say about war, gender relationships and those it regards as idolaters. From the earliest times the rabbis found ways of disarming such texts by reinterpreting them or declaring them no longer relevant. But the dangers of literalist, non-contextualised readings remain. Considering such passages from a historical perspective allows them to be seen in their social, economic and political context, not as the unchanging will of God, but as how that will was understood at the time of composition. Furthermore, not only difficult passages benefit by being studied in this manner. Knowledge of the legal and social context of its laws and narratives can shed light on the moral and spiritual meanings of the Torah through comparison with what preceded them. Judaism should be seen as dynamic not just from the Torah onwards, but from within the Torah itself.


Yet despite my conviction, I set these words down with a degree of trepidation. Just as we need to know when to put our critical spectacles on, we equally have to understand when to take them off. Torah requires us to give ourselves to it. If we constantly hang back and examine it critically it won’t stir our conscience or waken our soul. The Talmud praises the Children of Israel for their response at Sinai because they said, ‘We will do,’ before ‘We will hear’ (Exod. 24:7). ‘Rash nation,’ observes the Talmud, carefully placing this criticism in the mouth of a heretic (Shabbat 88a). As every lawyer warns, one should never sign a contract without first reading the fine print. Yet the Jewish People accepted the Torah before they knew what it contained. The point is that we cannot appreciate the meaning of the Torah and its commandments without following them and experiencing their impact on our lives. If we want them to guide us, we cannot only subject them to our scrutiny; we must also allow our lives to be subjected to theirs.


A touching story tells of two seekers who meet at a crossroads between Vilna, the home of the hugely influential Talmudist and scholar, the Gaon Elijah ben Solomon Zalman (1720–97), and Mezerich, where the Hasidic leader Dov Baer (d. 1772) held court.


‘I’m going to Vilna to learn to master Torah,’ said the first.


‘And I’m going to Mezerich to learn to let the Torah master me,’ replied the second.


The daily prayers make no mention of ‘mastering’ Torah. But they do speak of limmud Torah and ahavat Torah, the study and love of Torah and its way of life. We ask God to ‘open our hearts to understand, listen to, study, teach, keep and carry out all the words of the Torah’s teachings with love’. Learning and love are surely ways of being mastered by Torah, without any forfeit of mind, heart or conscience. The etiquette when one carries a Torah scroll is to hold it against one’s right shoulder. I find this counterintuitive; I always want to place it over my left shoulder, so that it rests against my heart.


I have set out these background thoughts simply to say that the following pages are my own offerings of love of Torah within the great tradition of Judaism. They are inspired by the writings of generations of commentators and mystics, the insights of poets and thinkers of different faiths and philosophies, discussions with fellow seekers, challenging questions, humbling interactions in hospital corridors, the goodness and courage I have so often been privileged to witness, and the sheer beauty of nature. I have set down my reflections as a tiny but deeply felt contribution, with reverence for the unfathomable depths of Torah culture and with respect for the knowledge, wisdom and devotion of the rabbis and teachers across the centuries, through many exiles and numerous tribulations.


I believe in a Judaism that has as its core the teachings of the Torah, the Prophets of Israel and the Hebrew Bible as they have been pondered, prayed and argued over word by word through the extraordinary works of the Mishnah, Talmud, Midrash, Responsa and the entire two and a part millennia of rabbinic culture. This is a Judaism forged in the crucibles of exile, persecution, marginalisation and martyrdom, but also challenged and enriched by other faiths, by the arts and sciences and by the political cultures of enlightened humanism and universalism. It is a Judaism that has, throughout and despite these trials of history, preserved and deepened the search for God and for the sacred in every human being and every living thing. It is a Judaism that fights for justice against tyranny, compassion against cruelty, and human dignity against all forms of bigotry and contempt. It is a Judaism that, while contributing to and learning from the rest of the world, has maintained its spiritual, legal-halakhic, ethical and communal disciplines, cultures and integrity. Above all, it is a Judaism filled with appreciation and concern for life, as the daily prayer says, repeating the word ‘life’ for emphasis, ‘You have given us a Torah of life and the love of kindness, righteousness and blessing, compassion, life and peace.’


The challenge is to study, interpret and endeavour to live day after day by this Torah of respect and love of all life. I am grateful to everyone who may join me on this journey into Torah. It can be followed according to the cycle of the Jewish year, by reading the relevant sections on each parashah, or weekly portion. But key themes have also been referenced in a short index for the reader who wishes to trace the treatment of specific topics.


I hope these thoughts may touch the heart, eliciting reflection and debate and inspiring different insights in people I might yet have the privilege to meet. I am grateful to my family, my community, my numerous teachers and the God of life for enabling me to set down these words.










Note to Readers


This brief guide is intended as an aid to readers who may not be familiar with the core compositions of the Jewish canon and some of the key rabbis most closely associated with them.1


Judaism’s most central text is the Hebrew Bible, often referred to by the acronym TeNaKh, where ‘T’, tav, stands for Torah, the most sacred and significant section, ‘N’, nun, for Nevi’im or Prophets, and ‘Kh’, caph, for Ketubim, Writings, of which the Psalms are the most often cited in what follows.FN1


Not quite the first, but the most significant early rabbinic text is the Mishnah, organised according to subject, composed of six orders and subdivided into tractates on every facet of Jewish life from the festivals and temple-related rituals to matrimonial, agricultural and civil law. Rabbis of the Mishnaic period, which stretches from the first century bce to the close of the second century ce, generally carry the title ‘Rabbi’ and include such figures as Hillel (first century bce), and Rabbi Akiva (first and second century ce), who, together with several of his colleagues, was martyred by the Romans during the period of the Hadrianic persecutions (117–138 ce) and the Bar Kochba revolt (132–135 ce). The name ‘Mishnah’ is derived from the verb shoneh, meaning to repeat, probably because the material was repeated until committed to memory and recalled mentally for analysis and debate. Rabbi Judah the Prince (c.135–c.217) is credited with editing the Mishnah in the north of Israel around 200 ce. A distinctive tractate of the Mishnah is Avot, generally known as The Chapters of the Fathers, to which I often refer, and which, rather than rules, includes the favourite wisdom sayings of the key teachers across the generations of the Mishnaic period.


The Mishnah forms the basis of the Talmud, in which each individual teaching is followed by the detailed debates of the rabbis, known as Gemara, encompassing matters of Halakhah, law, and Aggadah, lore and homily. The process by which the Talmud was edited towards the close of the fifth century ce remains the subject of research and speculation. There are two Talmuds, the more significant being the Babylonian Talmud, since it was there that the most important centres of Jewish learning were situated during the Talmudic period and afterwards, while the Jerusalem Talmud was edited in the Land of Israel. Teachers of the Talmudic period carry the title ‘Rav’. Learning Talmud remains the most significant, and most challenging, discipline of Jewish study. The Mishnah and Talmud together form the core of the Oral Law, which, according to tradition, was studied from memory and, unlike the Written Torah, not committed to writing.


Between the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, a number of key codes of Jewish law were composed, of which the most important are the Mishneh Torah, by Maimonides (Spain and Egypt, 1138–1204), and the Shulchan Aruch by Joseph Caro (Spain, Turkey, the Land of Israel, 1488–1575). They, and the voluminous commentaries on them, remain, alongside the Mishnah and Talmud, the essential touchstones for any debate on matters of Jewish law to this day.


During the Middle Ages, other forms of Jewish literature also flourished. Most important for this book is the genre of Midrash, especially the great compendia of midrashim on the books of the Torah: Bereshit, Shemot, Vayikra, Bemidbar and Devarim Rabbah. It is hard to be precise about the dates when each of these and other collections of Midrashim were redacted. As noted in the Introduction, the root meaning of ‘midrash’ is ‘searching’ or ‘investigation’; this varied genre includes everything from brief insights to more extensive explorations. Midrash probes the gaps in the narrative left by Scripture, notes and analyses intertextual relationships between sometimes seemingly unrelated verses across the canon, and raises, often just by implication, wider moral, social and theological issues. One midrashic interpretation does not negate another; frequently parallel midrashim are set side by side, offering a multitude of possible ways of thinking about the text at the centre of which is always a word, a verse or a story from the Torah or the rest of the Tenakh.


No less important is the genre of verse-by-verse or section-by-section Torah commentary. In the eleventh century, Rabbi Shlomo ben Yitzhak, known by his acronym ‘Rashi’ (France, 1040–1105) wrote his classic commentary on the Torah and Tenakh. I refer to it regularly, together with the key commentaries of Abraham ibn Ezra (Spain, c.1090–c.1165) and Moses ben Nachman, Nachmanides, known by his acronym as the Ramban (Catalonia and the land of Israel, 1194–1270). A more recent author to whom I also often refer is Samson Raphael Hirsch (Germany, 1808–88). The genre of verse-by-verse Torah commentary is vast and ongoing.


A further significant mode of Jewish literature is Kabbalah, literally ‘receiving’, the lore and writings of the mystical tradition. A key text is the Zohar, the Book of Splendour, which, though piously attributed to the second-century Rabbi Shimeon bar Yochai, is now known to have been written substantially by Rabbi Moses de Leon (1240–1305) and his circle in Spain in the thirteenth century. The Kabbalah had a further seminal period of flourishing in the Land of Israel in the sixteenth century. Key kabbalistic ideas underlie much Hasidic thinking, the pietist and sometimes populist spiritual revival which began with Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer, known as the Ba’al Shem Tov (c.1700–60) in Ukraine, and spread across Eastern Europe until the Nazi Holocaust. Hasidic leaders are generally referred to by the title ‘Rebbe’. I am greatly indebted to the Chumash Peninei Hahasidut, a rich compendium of Hasidic insights on virtually every verse of the Torah, to which I frequently refer.2 A particularly significant and more recent Hasidic leader is Rebbe Kalonymus Kalman Shapira (Poland, 1889–1943), to whom I often turn. He was martyred in the Holocaust and became known subsequently as the Rebbe of the Warsaw Ghetto.


Among twentieth- and twenty-first-century theologians, three rabbis hold special importance for me: Louis Jacobs (England, 1920–2006), my rabbi and mentor, for his deeply traditional yet text-critical approach to Torah; Abraham Joshua Heschel (Poland, Germany, North America, 1907–72) for his deep Hasidic piety combined with his fearless commitment to social justice; and my friend and teacher Arthur Green (North America and Israel), for his profoundly personal yet universalist spirituality, rooted in a comprehensive knowledge of Jewish mysticism.


Finally, a word on the Jewish day, week and year. Every weekday contains three services: shacharit in the morning, minchah in the afternoon and ma’ariv in the evening. The morning and evening prayers have at their heart the recital of the Shema, the meditation, taken from the Torah, on God’s oneness and the love of God, and the Amidah, or ‘standing prayer’, consisting of a fixed sequence of praise and petition. Sabbath prayers include mussaf, an ‘additional’ service, and the weekly Torah portion is read in full. It is a basic principle of Judaism that Jews are obligated to study and meditate on the Torah every day and every night.


The Jewish year is rich in traditional festivals. It is hard to be exact about dates since Judaism follows a lunar calendar, which, however, is closely tied to the solar cycle, allowing a variation of approximately one month in the civil dates on which these festivals fall. Rosh Hashanah, the New Year, comes in September or early October, followed on the tenth day by Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. Five days later comes Sukkot, Tabernacles, concluding with Simchat Torah, the Joy of Torah, the date on which the annual cycle of Torah readings is both completed and recommenced. Chanukkah, widely referred to today as the Festival of Lights, falls in December or early January; Tu Bishevat, the New Year for Trees, in January or early February; and Purim, the celebration on which the Scroll of Esther is read, in February or March. Pesach, Passover, may begin in late March, but more often comes during April. Shavuot, the Feast of Weeks, or Pentecost, falls in May or early June.










THE BOOK OF GENESIS


בְּרֵאשִׁית










BERESHIT (1:1–6:8)


In the beginning


‘Bereshit bara, in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’ (Gen. 1:1). Every time I read these opening words I’m gripped by awe. The world unfolds, light and dark, land and sea, birds and animals, the whole wondrous evolution of life. The words emerge, simple and beautiful, flowing with the articulation of this rhythm of day and night, aeon and epoch. Was what follows ever meant as a factual account, or was it intended instead to express a different truth, a song of praise to the glory of creation, telling us that nothing is merely thing but always precious and unique, because the life force that flows through all beings belongs to the same sacred energy? That is how I read this magnificent first chapter of the Hebrew Bible.


Bereshit bara: the words come as from nowhere onto the parchment scroll of the Torah. What mystery lies in the blank margins above and before them: what is there prior to utterance or even conception, before God’s name is first spoken? The classic Jewish answer is that we cannot know or comprehend. There is God. That God is one, the Creator who has no creator, the Unmoved Mover, the first cause which has no prior cause. I will never have an answer for the child who asked me who made God. ‘Do not ask what is before or after,’ the Mishnah warns (Hagigah 2:1).


But God, as the Jewish mystical tradition makes especially clear, is only a name, a word in human language for that which transcends all names and all language: the ineffable, unfathomable source of all. God, the one and only deity, is unknowable, yet brought, by the very fact of being named, within the confines of our imagination and speech. We must therefore be constantly aware that whatever we say about God is always an imposition. It does not and cannot describe God as God truly is because our account is ineluctably coloured by the limitations and presumptions of our understanding. The ultimate reality lies always beyond, in the realms of the indescribable.


Richard Dawkins’ assertion in The God Delusion that the God of the Bible is ‘the most unpleasant character in all fiction’ is exaggerated and one-sided, and based ultimately on a misconception of who or what God is.1 But he has a point that God as portrayed by humanity does sometimes behave in ways that are vengeful, misogynistic, homophobic or racist, as well as compassionate, just and loving. However, the responsibility for this does not lie with God. Rather, once ‘God’ has become a noun in human language and the ineffable has been introduced, and reduced, to the terms of human discourse, that ‘God’ is inevitably made the bearer of the hopes and ideals, but also of the assumptions, prejudices and ulterior motives of every tradition and culture within which he or she is portrayed.


Talking about God is therefore a dangerous affair. God does not necessarily ‘do’ what the sacred, but inevitably human, record of Scripture ascribes to him or her. We cannot hear or see or know God as God is, precisely because the very capture of a concept in human thought renders that concept human, often all too human. Therefore, as the twelfth-century philosopher Maimonides admonishes throughout the first section of The Guide for the Perplexed, in which he explains as figurative all the anthropomorphic qualities that Scripture ascribes to the Deity, God is neither ‘jealous’ nor ‘angry’ nor even necessarily full of loving kindness. God is.


Transcending any and all further descriptions lies the unnameable reality to which this three-letter noun is no more than a pointer, a single syllable in the English language. Images of God, so strongly condemned in the Bible, can be constructed not only with stone but also with words. We must never forget that, beyond our own conception, our need to label and describe or, more unscrupulously, to co-opt and manipulate ‘God’, resides that which is outside the reach of the imagination and beyond the taint of the numerous motives ascribed to it across different religions and throughout history.


The Kabbalists, students of the Jewish mystical tradition, have circumlocutions for that which lies outside language, preceding all discourse and all thought: Ein Sof, The One Without End; Havayah, Being; or even, as I once found mentioned, Sod Ha’ephshar, The Secret of the Possible.


The Zohar, the core text of Kabbalah, probes the indescribable through the imagery of cosmic myth:


 


Within the most hidden recesses a flame of darkness issued, from the mysterious Ein Sof, a mist within formlessness . . . From deep within the flame there flowed a spring . . . It was not knowable at all until, by force of its breaking through, one hidden sublime point gave forth light. Beyond that point nothing is known. Therefore, it is called ‘Beginning’ – the first utterance of all.2


 


That is the closest that language can reach to communicating what cannot be told. This unnameable essence, from which all being emerges and into which it subsequently returns, is what we call ‘God’. We give this being a name and ascribe to it actions and attributes because we need a point of reference, because, since we are only human, we cannot dispense with language or overcome our limitations, and because, from the first, we have found it essential to pray to, invoke, yearn for and speak about the transcendent.


Perhaps the most we can know of God is that God is the source of all vitality and the quintessence of all being. As Rabbi Judah Hehasid, the twelfth-century author of Shir Hakavod, the Hymn of Glory, wrote:


 


I shall sing and weave you melodies; it is for you that my soul yearns . . .


I shall tell of your glory although I have not seen you;


I shall imagine you and call you by affectionate names


Though I do not, and cannot, know you.


‘And God said, “Let there be . . .” ’: Where God speaks


I have fallen through time and found the enchanted world.


Where all is beginning.


Nan Shepherd3


 


‘I’m sorry to offend you, but I don’t believe in God.’ I was at the local hospice, by the bedside of a Catholic lady whom I had never previously met. ‘I’ve survived the cancer twice,’ she continued, ‘but this time I know it’s the end. I’m not religious. I’m a down-to-earth sort of person, and here’s what I believe. The sea is full of fishes; some die, others are born. It’s the same with the birds and the animals, and with us humans too. Some of us die, others are born, but life itself goes on. That’s my faith. I’ve no time for a God in heaven who rules the world. Sorry if I’ve offended you, but that’s what I think.’


Far from upset, I was moved by this woman’s frank respect for life with its basic rhythms of birth and death. What she described as unbelief I took as awareness of a world full of vitality, alive with the presence of God intuited in the midst of existence, in the red and black feathers of a woodpecker and the unfurling leaves of the spring. I don’t believe in a hands-on interventionist God somewhere up in the skies either, who exercises direct control over life on earth.


The Talmud explains that the world was created in ‘Ten Utterances’, the ten occurrences of the words ‘And God said’ in the opening chapter of Genesis, the ode to wonder with which the Bible begins. With typical exactitude, the Talmud notes that the phrase occurs only nine times, before resolving the discrepancy by counting ‘In the beginning’ as the first of the ten. These Ten Utterances constitute a parallel mode of revelation to the Ten Commandments. They are the sacred speech by means of which all things come into being and are endowed with their particular vitality.


To the mystics, God’s word is not a one-off command that summoned forth life out of chaos long ago. God’s voice in nature is endless and enduring; it is the invisible resonance that ceaselessly imparts life to all existence, the rhythm at the core of all consciousness. By its virtue all creation lives. ‘And God said’ is therefore a mistranslation; the correct rendition is ‘And God says’. For if that sacred speech were to stop, nothing would survive.


According to the tractate Perek Shirah, The Chapter of Song, all existence sings.FN2 The elements themselves, the sky, earth, sea and rivers, as well as the plants and animals, all have their special song based on their unique verse in the Bible. The heavens say, ‘The skies declare the glory of God,’ and the earth responds, ‘From the ends of the land we have heard songs.’4 Wheat sways to the words, ‘From the depths have I called to you, Eternal,’5 while the swallows cry, ‘So that the soul may sing of your glory and not be silent, God.’6


To the unknown authors of this tractate, God’s speech is not an idea but an experience, the consciousness of an affinity, the awareness of kinship with an infinitely greater whole. Such an understanding of the world is not solely the province of mystics. There is a growing awareness that animals and indeed plants perceive and respond to life in sophisticated ways, communicating in modes to which the assumed superiority of human reason has made us blind. Students of the natural world, of octopuses and whales, forests and fungi, are making us aware of symbioses and sensitivities, ways of conceiving and relating, to which we have paid little heed. The poet Adam Kirsch quotes natural history writer Charles Foster: ‘Evolutionary biology is a numinous statement of the interconnectedness of things,’ and adds that this preaching translates easily into religious terms.7 Often, when I think of the ignorance, contempt and cruelty with which we treat the rest of nature I feel ashamed of being a human.


The issue, therefore, may not be whether creation sings, but whether we are capable of being sensitive to its music. Are we willing to hear and respect the uniqueness and sanctity of all life, or do we only listen to the ricocheting echoes of our own stridency?


The psalmist captures the challenge perfectly:


 


Day utters speech to day, night transmits knowledge to night.


There is no speech, there are no words, their voice is not heard at all.


(Ps. 19:3–4)


 


At first sight these verses appear to contradict each other. On the one hand, every moment is vibrant and vital; the earth is alive with a speech apprehended by the heart even if the physical ear is unable to detect it. On the other hand, there is nothing worth listening to, nothing out there to be heard. Beyond the immediate cacophony of sounds lies only endless emptiness; there is nothing deeper, nothing sacred, with which we can connect.


Yet, because the Hebrew is ambiguous, the psalm can be understood very differently, yielding an alternative reading in which the two verses don’t contract but rather affirm each other:


 


Day utters speech to day, night transmits knowledge to night.


There is no speech, there are no words, in which their voice is not heard.


 


I read the psalm both ways. I long to become more attuned to creation, hearing within life’s countless differentiations a great oneness, a sacred vitality flowing through all things, to which devotees of all faiths have given the name God. I’m happiest in such moments of attentiveness because the world is full of wonder and life sings, restoring the soul, just as hidden sources of underground water replenish deep wells.


But at other times I hear only the noise of humanity’s constant preoccupation with itself, at every level and on every scale, individual, societal and national. The notion that all existence sings, that there is a God in this cruel world present even in secret, even hidden far within the material realities and daily perturbations of life, seems like a wilful avoidance of truth. The very idea of faith feels less like reaching after a deeper reality and more like clasping on to an entrenched falsehood.


Yet, despite everything, I am convinced that life calls out in its tenderness and exhilaration, in its suffering and anguish, in modes often inaccessible to the ear but audible to the spirit. The sound may often be a lament or an elegy, the cry of a child whose home has been swept away by floods, of an animal being slaughtered. But it is also the music of the endless, irrepressible energy of existence, the unbounded exhilaration of life, the joy of the birds at dawn. God, if one may so name the sacred energy that flows through all things, does sing within creation.


Humans – and the rest of creation


The Rebbe of Lubavitch reputedly chided his son for mindlessly tearing leaves off a tree and crushing them in his fingers. ‘How do you know that your “I” is more precious to God than the “I” of that tree?’ he asked him. ‘True, you belong to the domain of the human, and it to the domain of vegetation. But both are filled with God’s Holy Spirit.’8


 


The Torah opens with the bare elements. The sacred text begins by invoking reverence for the earth and for nature; through them God’s spirit first moves. Creation unfolds in a vast developmental chronology; days become aeons as life evolves from plant and bush to bird and fish, mammal and human. Every dawn and every night, every flower and every animal is good. But only the whole work in its complementarity and interdependence is very good. Only then does God rest and bless the Sabbath, the day that calls all things home to the original dream of a harmonious and peaceful world, whatever else may subsequently unfold in the distracting interactions of time.


This magnificent work of God is now entrusted to the unproven care of human beings, giving them a unique role within the ecology of creation: ‘Rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the animals, all the earth and every moving creature which crawls upon it’ (Gen. 1:26). The key Hebrew word is veyiredu: the Hebrew-Aramaic Lexicon translates it as ‘have dominion, rule, dominate’.9 God, it seems, wants humans to have mastery over everything. But the great eleventh-century commentator Rashi offers a chastening qualification: everything will depend on how they conduct themselves:


 


This verb contains both the word ridu’i, rule, and yeridah, descent: if humans prove worthy, they will rule over the wild and domestic animals; if they prove unworthy, they will fall beneath them, and the wild animals will rule over them.10


 


Siftei Chachamim, a super-commentary to Rashi by Shabbetai ben Joseph Bass (1641–1718), suggests that God issues this warning to reassure the angels who object to the making of humans because, having free will, they are bound to do wrong and put the whole of creation at risk.


But there’s no hint of caution when God blesses the first human beings and endorses their right to power in almost identical words: ‘Fill the earth and subdue it; rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the skies and all the animals which move upon the face of the earth’ (Gen. 1:28). It’s hardly surprising, therefore, that the Bible has been widely understood as granting humankind a God-given licence to treat the rest of creation as little more than a means to its own ends. This so-called ‘Judeo-Christian heritage’ is held responsible for our anthropocentric and colonialist attitude to the natural world in which all other beings have value only in so far as they serve the needs of humans, who are entitled by divine sanction to subjugate them all.


Environmental engineer and researcher Dr Malcom Ferdinand makes a disturbing link between colonising other peoples and colonising nature: they have in common:


 


. . . a certain way of inhabiting the earth, some believing themselves entitled to appropriate the earth for the benefit of a few . . . This ‘colonial habitation’ . . . is a violent way of inhabiting the earth, subjugating lands, humans, and non-humans to the desires of the coloniser.11


 


This is, perhaps, the implicit assumption behind what Canadian writer and activist Naomi Klein describes as unbridled ‘deregulated capitalism’, the right to utilise and monetise anything and everything with little regard for the cost to other people, nature and the earth itself.12


But this is patently not the relationship between God, humanity and the world that the Hebrew Bible intends. On the contrary, ‘The earth and its fullness belong to God’ (Ps. 24:1). Human beings are entrusted by God to be not exploiters but caretakers of creation, responsible in God’s name for the welfare of all life, as expressed in the warning that the rabbis put into God’s mouth: ‘Do not destroy my world because there is no one who can come after you and put it right’ (Midrash Ecc. Rabbah, 7:13). The Bible stands in categorical opposition to that utilitarian devaluation of everything which Thomas Berry so painfully decries when he laments how today:


 


. . . nothing is holy, nothing is sacred. We no longer have a world of inherent value, no world of wonder, no untouched, unspoiled, unused world. We have used everything. By ‘developing’ the planet, we have been reducing Earth to a new type of barrenness.13


 


A truer insight into how the Hebrew Bible understands humankind’s role in creation is based on God’s instructions to Adam and Eve when he places them in the Garden of Eden ‘to work it and keep it’ (Gen. 2:15). The Garden represents the world; we’re permitted to make a living from the earth, but we remain responsible for protecting and caring for it. Our usage of the world’s agricultural and mineral resources must therefore be governed by the requirements of sustainability and biodiversity, as well as the demands of social justice. But a careful reading of the verse shows that what is called for goes deeper, as Ellen Davis suggests:


 


Avad, ‘work’, generally denotes not just work itself, but working for and serving, as in its frequent usage to indicate the service of God. Hence humanity’s task should be viewed as ‘working for the garden, serving its needs’. Even the connotation of worship (cautiously implied) may inform our understanding.14


 


While avad can refer to everyday work, as in the Ten Commandments’ ‘Six days shall you labour’ (Exod. 20:9), it is also frequently used to indicate the service of God. Hence, as used in reference to the Garden, it implies not merely work, but an attitude of reverence and respect towards the object of that work, in this case the earth itself. Davis continues: ‘Shamar, “keep”, indicates not only preserving but also observing and obeying, as in the fourth commandment: “Shamor – Keep the Sabbath day and make it holy” (Deuteronomy 5:12).’15


Our relationship to the earth must not merely be utilitarian but also spiritual; the world both inspires and requires our reverence and wonder. This is the true attitude of the Hebrew Bible toward creation, as well stated by Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee: ‘Our guardianship of the planet means taking responsibility for its physical and its sacred nature, and their interrelationship.’16


To the mystics, the entire Bible is based on precisely this understanding that everything on earth is a manifestation of sacred energy, as stated in the Zohar: ‘There is no space empty of the divine presence.’17 The very structure of the opening chapter of Genesis sets human beings not apart from but within creation, integrated into the flow of unfolding relationships between water and land, grasses, trees and all the animals. Cruelty towards other forms of life is abhorrent; God’s mercy ‘extends over all God’s works’ (Ps. 145:9).


We live at the fateful juncture where the choice between exploitative domination and responsible trusteeship is a matter of life and death for many of the species on our planet. Albert Einstein foresaw the need for a fundamental change in outlook, now more urgent than ever:


 


A human being is part of the whole called by us ‘the universe,’ a part limited in time and space. We experience ourselves, our thoughts and feelings, as something separate from the rest – a kind of optical illusion of our consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us . . . Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of understanding and compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of Nature in its beauty.18


 


Ellen Davis quotes a remarkable prayer by the fourth-century Christian scholar Basil the Great; his words could not be more relevant today:


 


O God, enlarge within us the sense of fellowship


With all living things, our brothers the animals


To whom thou gavest the earth as their home in common with us.


 


We remember with shame that in the past


We have exercised the high dominion of [humankind] with ruthless cruelty


So that the voice of the earth, which should have gone up to thee in song,


Has been a groan of travail.


 


May we realize that they live not for us alone


But for themselves and for thee,


And that they love the sweetness of life.19


With whom did God consult?


God says to every human being: ‘Let us make a human being – you and I together.’


Rebbe Avraham Mordechai of Ger20


 


God, the rabbis understood, was a risk-taker. This made the angels unhappy: they wanted God to play safe.


The cue in the text on which the rabbis based this presumed disagreement is simple. On every other day of creation God says, ‘Let there be . . .’ But halfway through the sixth day, referring specifically to the creation of humans, God says instead, ‘Let us make . . .’ With whom, though, is God speaking when there isn’t anyone else there in heaven? The rabbis had several suggestions. The least exciting option is that God is employing the royal ‘we’. But why, then, doesn’t God do so earlier? More engaging is the idea that God does in fact have company: the angels. Midrash imagines them in fierce debate:


 


Rabbi Simon said: When God came to create the first human beings the angels were divided into different camps: some said, ‘Don’t let them be created.’ Others said, ‘Do.’ Scripture states: ‘Lovingkindness and truth have met; righteousness and peace have kissed.’ Lovingkindness said, ‘Let them be created, because they’ll do acts of kindness.’ Truth said, ‘Let them not be created because they’re full of lies.’ Righteousness said, ‘Let them be created because they’ll do justice.’ Peace said, ‘Let them not be created because they’re full of arguments.’ . . . Rav Huna Rabba of Tsipori said, ‘While the angels were busy debating, God got on with making them, then turned to the angels and said, “What’s the point of arguing? Humans have already been created.” ’


(Midrash Bereshit Rabbah 8:5)


 


Perhaps the ‘angels’ represent an internal doubt in God: is it worth the risk of creating independent beings with a will of their own, who are bound sooner or later to behave in ways that threaten the very enterprise for which they were made? It’s an ancient version of the Frankenstein dilemma: might such a creature, with needs of its own, defy the will and hopes of its creator, and both destroy and, ultimately, self-destruct? It could be said that today humankind faces somewhat similar issues in relation to artificial intelligence.


Whatever the case, God decides it’s a chance worth taking, for it’s with precisely such a free being that God wants to be in relationship. Thus creation culminates in an act of relinquishment: in the words of the poet Cecil Day-Lewis, for God, too, ‘love is proved in the letting go’.21


In the same midrash, Rabbi Simon notes that the Hebrew word for ‘very’ is composed of the same letters as adam, ‘humankind’. At the close of each preceding day of creation, God sees that the work is ‘good’, but on the sixth day God observes that ‘it is very good’. That ‘very’, Rabbi Simon suggests, refers to humans who, alone in creation, possess free will and the capacity to disobey. The latter derives from their yetzer hara, their evil inclination, which the rabbis considered to be part of the human psyche from birth. It is not in fact truly ‘evil’, but, like the id, represents the drive and passion without which no one would be motivated to do anything. It becomes dangerous only if ungoverned by the yetzer hatov, ‘the good inclination’, the knowledge and willpower to do what is right. It’s precisely this internal tension and their capacity for choice that makes God create humans. Angels are safe, but boring. God raises the stakes, leaving the entire adventure of history dependent on that ‘very’, on what human beings will do with their free will.


In ‘The Concept of God After Auschwitz’, Hans Jonas describes a deity who withdraws from creation, renouncing omnipotence in order to allow evolution to take its course unimpeded by divine intervention. So long as life forms remain simple, the universe develops steadily: ‘before the advent of knowledge God’s cause cannot go wrong’. But then:


 


[God] trembles as the thrust of evolution, carried by its own momentum, passes the threshold where innocence ceases and an entirely new criterion of success and failure takes hold of the divine stake. The advent of man means the advent of knowledge and freedom . . . To the promise and risk of this agency the divine cause, revealed at last, henceforth finds itself committed, and its issue trembles in the balance.22


 


Within what Jonas calls his ‘myth’, one can detect the Kabbalistic concept of tsimtsum, the voluntary contraction by God to make space for life to unfold. Embracing the science of evolution, Jonas posits a God who is no longer, willingly or unwillingly, omnipotent.


The story of the Garden of Eden suggests that, despite endowing them with free will, God remains ambivalent about wanting humans to exercise it fully. By forbidding them to eat from the tree of knowledge, God renders this the most interesting thing for Adam and Eve to do. God both wants and doesn’t want them to take their destiny, and with it the fate of all existence, into their own hands. God warns them that they will have to bear the responsibility for the consequences of their conduct. Yet in that very outcome, God is complicit; disobedience is necessary and inevitable. As social psychologist Erich Fromm (1900–80) writes, eating from the Tree of Knowledge may be a sin from the point of view of religious authority:


 


From the standpoint of man, however, this is the beginning of human freedom. Acting against God’s orders means freeing himself from coercion, emerging from the unconscious existence of pre-human life to the level of man. Acting against the command of authority, committing a sin, is in its positive human aspect the first act of freedom, that is, the first human act . . . The act of disobedience as an act of freedom is the beginning of reason.23


 


As he observes elsewhere, freedom and the capacity to disobey are inseparable. 


The Talmud notes that each day of creation ends with the words ‘day three’, or ‘four’ or ‘five’. Only at the conclusion of the sixth day is there a definite article: ‘It was evening, it was morning, the sixth day’ (Gen. 1:31). It takes this as a hint at another, future sixth day, the sixth of Sivan, when Moses will receive the Torah: ‘This teaches that God made a pact with the works of creation, telling them: “If Israel accepts the Torah you will survive. If not, I’ll turn you back to chaos” ’ (Shabbat 88a). I understand this universally to mean that if humankind accepts being bound by a moral law, nature will survive; if not, disaster will ensue.


God wants to engage with beings endowed with genuine agency. Yet God depends on them to use that freedom to follow the divine will and do what they’re taught is just and good. Against the advice of the angels, God has entered into a relationship of mutuality and dependence. The destiny of all creation is at stake.


In God’s image


I found myself driving along the motorway late at night, hoping to reach South Manchester then get back home to London in time for at least an hour’s sleep before work. I’d asked a friend: ‘Am I crazy?’


‘No,’ he’d replied. ‘Sometimes there are things one simply has to do.’


The previous day, a mural of Marcus Rashford, the black England football star who had campaigned courageously for free school meals for children from impoverished homes, had been defaced by racists. The three black footballers who had missed their penalties in the European Cup Final shoot-out had faced a bombardment of racist insults. I simply had to go to Manchester, stand next to the mural on a wall near where Rashford grew up, and show my respect.


I told my community from my car, ‘I’m doing this on behalf of us all. It’s because my grandfather was in Dachau; it’s because of what we as a people have been through and must not let others suffer. It’s what being Jewish means.’


They understood immediately: ‘Go,’ they said. ‘Go in all our names.’


The first thing the Bible tells us about human beings is that we are all created in the divine image, with no exceptions: ‘God created the human being in God’s image, in the image of God, God made him; male and female God created them’ (Gen. 1:27).


Since in Jewish belief God has no image or likeness, the obvious question is: what does this actually mean? Rashi explains, sparingly, that humans were created ‘with understanding and intelligence’.24 Maimonides, who devotes much of the first part of his Guide for the Perplexed to arguing that God neither has nor can have shape or form, understands the divine image as the capacity for knowledge:


 


For the intellect that God made overflow unto man, and which is the latter’s ultimate perfection, was that which Adam was provided with before he disobeyed. It was because of this that it was said that he was created ‘in the image of God and in God’s likeness’.25


 


The Catalonian Halakhist, mystic and commentator Nachmanides (1194–1270) explains likeness as similarity in form and deed, without attributing any specific ‘form’ to God:


 


The human being is like the lower and the higher beings in form and beauty, as it is written, ‘God crowned him with glory and majesty.’ This is his purpose, that by virtue of wisdom, knowledge, ability and aspiration, though his body is like dust, his soul should be like the higher beings.26


 


Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808–88) explains any likeness between humans and God in terms of our potential role, rather than as any intrinsic quality. He relates the word adam, ‘humankind’, to hadom, ‘footstool’; human beings are God’s footstool on earth: ‘Without the intervention of human beings . . . God would have to accomplish alone all the truth, mercy, justice and love which God wants to bring about on earth.’27


Others argue that the divine image is the capacity for speech, moral awareness or conscience. Dorothy Sayers strikingly observes that, since all we so far know about God is that God creates, the divine image must refer to the capacity for creativity.


But irrespective of exactly what it means, the Torah is making an essential point: this image is possessed by every human being, without exception. At the beginning of human history there is neither black nor white, Jew or non-Jew, believer or unbeliever, free person or slave. Nobody is not created in God’s image; no one is devoid of it. It is the birthright of every human being. This amounts in biblical terms to what the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights states in its opening article: ‘All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.’


The Declaration endeavours, not always successfully, to use gender-neutral language. But the Bible, it is argued, refers only to the creation of man; the first woman is fashioned later, from his ‘spare rib’. This reading, which permeates western culture and is used both to justify and to attack the notion of male supremacy, is challenged by the Talmud. It notes that the first human being is androgynous; God makes them both ‘male and female’ (Gen. 1:27). Arguing that the key term tsela, mistakenly translated as ‘rib’, really means ‘side’, it explains that God separated the male side of the first human from the female side, like the parting of Siamese twins joined back to back. God wants man and woman to be able to relate to each other face to face, as the Torah says, ‘I shall make him a helpmeet, kenegdo’ (Gen. 2:18), that is, opposite and facing him. Man and woman are thus co-created (Berachot 61a).


Describing the procedure by which witnesses are warned prior to giving testimony in potentially capital cases, the Mishnah asserts the fundamental equality of every individual, irrespective of gender or race:


 


It was for this reason that the human being was created yechidi, single and unique: to teach you that anyone who destroys a single life is considered by Scripture to have destroyed an entire world, while anyone who saves a single life is as if they saved an entire world. And to promote peace, so that no one can say, ‘My ancestors are greater than yours.’ . . . And to proclaim the greatness of The Holy Blessed One: for if a person strikes many coins with the same stamp, they are all alike. But the King of the king of kings, the Holy Blessed One, strikes every person with the stamp of the first human being yet no one is exactly like anyone else. Hence every person must say: ‘For my sake the world was created.’


(Sanhedrin 4:5)


 


The Mishnah offers two complementary understandings of the word yechidi: ‘individual’ and ‘unique’, emphasising both the equality and the individuality of every person. Everyone brings into the world their particular perceptions and gifts, their irreplicable portion of God’s image. No one else will experience the world in exactly their way. Therefore, every birth is an inimitable gift and every death an irreplaceable loss. It is up to us to fulfil our unique potential, which we alone can realise. Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–72) puts this in strikingly challenging terms:


 


It is precisely because God has an image that idols are forbidden. You are the image of God. Every human being is God’s image . . . You can’t make God’s image; you can only be God’s image.28


 


These are the principles that drove me up the motorway that night. They must be affirmed not just in theology textbooks but also, urgently and repeatedly, in the public square.


God’s questions


‘And you?’


I remember with shame how, as we watched a programme about the remarkable work of Médecins sans Frontières, Doctors without Borders, my father looked at me and said quietly, ‘And what about you? What will you do with your life?’ My father died many years ago, but I still hear that ‘What about you?’


When Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi (1745–1812), the founder of Lubavitch Hasidism with its focus on intellect as well as soul, was imprisoned in St Petersburg, his gaoler, realising that the ‘criminal’ he was tasked with guarding was a man of deep faith, questioned him: ‘Why did God ask Adam, “Where are you?” (Gen. 3:9) when God knew perfectly well where he was?’ The rabbi answered:


God asks everyone ‘Where are you? Where are you in the world? Where are you in your life?’ To each person a specific number of days and years are allotted in which to do good to others before God. Therefore consider: Where are you in your world? How many years of your life have already gone by? What have you achieved in them?29


 


The rabbis were scathing about those who missed the point of God’s questions: ‘There are four on whose barrel God knocked and found it full of foul water: Adam, Cain, Balaam and Hezekiah’ (Midrash Bereshit Rabbah 19:4). Winemakers can tell the quality of the contents by striking the side of the cask and listening to how it resonates. The four characters mentioned in this Midrash fail that test. They presume they’re being asked for information, as if the all-knowing God lacks a few key facts. In missing the true import of the question, they betray their lack of awareness. God wants to know from Balaam why he’s keeping company with men intent on hiring him to curse the Children of Israel. ‘Who are these people with you?’ is not a request for details, as Balaam assumes when he blithely answers, ‘The King of Moav sent to me; go curse this people’ (Num. 22:9–11).


Hezekiah makes a similar mistake when God asks him why he’s showing off the Temple treasures to the ambassadors from Babylon, who are bound to mark it down as the perfect target for a future raid, as events subsequently prove (Isa. 39:1–7).


But neither of their failings is as grievous as Cain’s when, in response to God’s pointed inquiry, ‘Where is Abel your brother?’ he notoriously responds, ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’ (Gen. 4:9), creating the precedent of all precedents for the denial of responsibility.


But is the Midrash fair to Adam, who does, after all, give an honest reply? God’s question to him consists of just one Hebrew word, ‘Ayekhah? Where are you?’ (Gen. 3:9). Rashi explains it as ‘an attempt to draw him into conversation’:30 maybe he’ll admit that he’s eaten the forbidden fruit. Adam’s answer falls short of full disclosure but isn’t an evasion or excuse. Later he will place the blame on ‘that woman you gave me’ (Gen. 3:12), but for now he’s remarkably honest: ‘I heard your voice in the garden and was afraid because I’m naked, so I hid (Gen. 3:10). Adam tries to conceal himself among the trees, literally ‘inside the tree of the garden’ (Gen. 3:8).


Many of us spend much of our lives hiding in the thickets of our habits and routines, evading the ‘Where are you?’ which, whether or not we believe it comes from God, life aims ever more unerringly at us as we grow older. We try not to hear the question, and struggle to know how to answer. It’s not surprising that Adam’s instinct is to hide; it’s our intuitive response to the awareness that we’re naked, vulnerable and mortal.


It’s brave of Adam to acknowledge that he’s afraid; many of us lack the courage to admit it. When God calls, Adam doesn’t pretend he hasn’t heard; he doesn’t retreat further into the depths of the garden in the hope of finding a better hiding place. He comes forward and answers.


The rabbis speculate about what species the tree of knowledge was; in Jewish tradition it wasn’t an apple. Was it perhaps an etrog, the fragrant citrus fruit taken in thanksgiving alongside the palm-branch, myrtle and willow on Tabernacles?FN3 Or some giant form of grain, since wheat proverbially brings knowledge? They conclude that it must have been the very fig tree from which Adam subsequently plucked leaves to conceal his nakedness: who else would offer refuge to a sinner when God was on the case, except the tree that shared the guilt?


The truth behind this seemingly trivial concern with nomenclature is that it’s often precisely behind what we think will give us knowledge and power that we hide ourselves from our intrinsic nakedness. We answer the question ‘Where are you?’ by talking about our possessions and achievements, about whom and what we know. But sooner or later the question strikes home: ‘Where are you in your life?’


Maybe we’re unexpectedly diagnosed with a serious illness, a friend is killed in an accident or a parent dies whose protective presence we took for granted, imagining it would last for ever. We find ourselves on the front line, summoned from our hiding place, afraid of God, of destiny, of our very awareness that we are naked: ‘Where are you in your life?’ . . . ‘What about you?’


That’s how I now hear that question from my father. It was challenging at the time; at twenty-two years old I was uncertain what to do with my life, full of anxiety and prevarication. ‘Come on,’ my father was saying, ‘come out of hiding, face yourself and the world; make a contribution.’ But now his challenge resonates even more deeply. You’ve eaten from the tree of knowledge; you know you’re naked and mortal. So where and who are you? Are you kind? Unkind? Truthful? Self-deceiving? Aware? Unaware?


Don’t spend your life hiding from yourself among the trees in the garden.


Cain and Abel


In the whole of world literature there are few responses more notorious than Cain’s rejoinder: ‘I don’t know. Am I my brother’s keeper?’ He can’t possibly not know where his brother is. The very ground he’s standing on is at that very moment absorbing the blood that he himself has just shed. ‘Where is Abel your brother?’ ought not to be too difficult a question to answer.


But it’s not just Cain who fails to provide an adequate response. Attention almost invariably focuses on the second half of his excuse, ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’ Of course he is! Yet the Midrash tries to explain his denial, crediting him with exactly the kind of inventive exculpations with which so many of us attempt to justify ourselves: ‘You’re blaming me! You made him, so it’s your job to look after him!’ ‘I’, that is the same ‘I’ who declared ‘I am the Lord your God’, is the One who’s responsible for my brother, not me. And that ‘I’, God, is you (based on Midrash Tanhuma, Genesis 9:4)!


Wrapped into Cain’s excuse is not only, ‘God, it’s your fault for not stopping me,’ but also, ‘You shouldn’t have provoked me in the first place.’ In this respect Cain deserves a modicum of understanding: God has displayed considerable bias. God’s preference for Abel’s gifts may be understandable since he offered ‘the firstborn of his flocks and their fats’, although Cain preceded him in bringing a sacrifice (Gen. 4:3–4). But that doesn’t explain why God prefers not only Abel’s lambs, but also Abel himself, ‘paying no regard’ not only to Cain’s produce but also to Cain as a person (Gen. 4:5). It’s no wonder he feels aggrieved. Perhaps God does bear a portion of the responsibility.


But that can’t account for the fact that it was Cain who did the deed. His denial makes him the prototype of all the liars who proclaim with blood-stained hands that they know nothing about the murder: ‘Me? I saw nothing. I did nothing!’


This leads back to the first part of Cain’s answer: ‘Lo yadati, I don’t know,’ or better, ‘How should I know?’ or maybe even, ‘Why should I care?’ The connection between the two halves of his response is crucial; all too often the denial of knowledge and the abdication of responsibility go together.


Allowances may have to be made. Perhaps it really is possible to have such a degree of moral and cognitive dissociation that one fails to recognise what one is doing even in the very thick of the action. In an extraordinary act of defiance at the Birkenau death camp on 23 October 1943, a Jewish prisoner seized a gun from the guards at the entrance to the gas chamber and fatally wounded Unterscharfuehrer Josef Schillinger. The latter’s last words reputedly were, ‘O God, what have I done to deserve such suffering?’ History suggests that such extraordinary failures to understand our own actions are less infrequent than we would like to think.31


It seems obvious that the great antidote to dissociation is its opposite: connection. We should learn from Cain that the less we say ‘I don’t know’, the more unlikely we are to deny responsibility. If ignorance is the prelude to contempt and murder, it should follow that the more people truly know and interact with each other the safer they ought to feel. Pluralism, encouraging people of different backgrounds to mix together, is partly based on this assumption. Rabbi Hugo Gryn, an Auschwitz survivor famous for his struggles against racism, reflected on the town of Berehovo where he grew up:


 


While Jews and non-Jews depended on each other for many of the essentials in life, and we lived in the same society, we were not really part of the same community. There was hardly any visiting, sharing, or gossiping. I realize now that of Berehovo’s three big and beautiful churches, I had never been inside any of them, and the chances are that none of the Christians ever set foot in any of our synagogues. And when the chips were down, I do not know of a single instance of a Jew [from Berehovo] being saved or hidden by a non-Jew.32


 


Though it’s not the most positive reason for promoting cross-cultural cooperation, his conclusion that ‘you can only be safe in a society that practises tolerance, cherishes harmony and can celebrate difference’33 makes every sense.


But is it true? Cain did know Abel; throughout history many of those who turned on their fellow citizens knew them well. One has only to think of the massacres in Rwanda, or of how, under Nazism, though neighbours did sometimes help neighbours, it was frequently the people next door who gave Jews away. ‘Knowing’ is a fragile state. Under fire from hatred it easily collapses, as those who cynically incite racism understand all too well.


Mladen Vuksanović recorded how in his town of Pale, during the Bosnian war, Serbs and Croats, Christians and Muslims, who had lived together, sharing businesses and intermarrying for centuries, were driven apart in a mere matter of weeks:


 


Friday 3 July 1992


At dawn Dado and his family leave. I don’t know whether I’ll ever see him again. We’ve spent together our entire childhood, our youth and our adult lives. Now a sinister, criminal hand that knows no mercy severs us like wood for kindling. I learn that the Serb authorities have taken a decision that all Muslims must leave Pale and the surrounding villages by 5 July.


A convoy of buses stands for hours on the main road. Same scenes as yesterday. More people come to ask: ‘Are there any Muslim houses around here?’ My wife says to one fellow, raising her voice: ‘No, there aren’t! Neither Muslim nor Croat ones! There were only human houses here.’34


 


No doubt those who took possession of ‘empty’ houses found themselves almost instantly ignorant about their previous occupiers. Those few Jews who returned to their home towns after the Nazi Holocaust, in the usually vain hope of finding family members, almost always encountered hostility, while the people who had taken possession of their homes displayed a feigned ignorance that their owners had ever existed, betrayed only by the hatred they vented on the survivors for having failed to die and go away forever.


Cain both knows and doesn’t know. The knowledge he hasn’t attained lies in the deeper meaning of the word ‘know’ as used elsewhere in the Bible, such as when the Children of Israel cry out from their bondage and God ‘knows’ (Exod. 2:25). God’s ‘knowing’ does not consist in the recognition of anything tangible, like a fact or an object, but in compassionate solidarity. In that regard, Cain’s answer is correct; this kind of knowledge he does not possess.










NOACH (6:9–11:32)


Destruction


We humans are sleepwalking towards desolation. The impoverishment of the Earth’s life is accelerating to such a pitch that in this very century, within the lifetime of children now being born, unchecked population growth, destruction of tropical forests and the effects of climate change on all wild habitats could send up to one half of all species now living into extinction. It is . . . a crime for which our descendants will hardly be able to forgive us.


Eleanor O’Hanlon35


In 1968 two important leaders made reference to the final scene in Moses’ life. On 3 April, Martin Luther King gave his last, prophetic speech in Memphis, Tennessee: ‘I just want to do God’s will. And he’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But . . . we, as a people, will get to the promised land!’36 The next day he was assassinated.


Later that same year, the environmentalist Wendell Berry wrote in very different terms about that same scene:


 


I have been unable to escape the sense that I have been to the top of the mountain, and that I have looked over and seen, not the promised land vouchsafed to a chosen people, but a land of violence and sterility prepared and set aside for the damned.37


 


The Bible offers a precedent for our own age of climate challenge and threatening catastrophe: the story of Noah. As the clocks in Times Square and other cities tick away the hours remaining for us to muster the collective will to act decisively to prevent environmental collapse, we can learn much from the sins of Noah’s generation. Though typically sparing with words, the Torah provides sufficient indications of the nature of their misdeeds, expanded in the imaginative world of Midrash, for uncomfortable comparisons.


Although separated by the span of ten generations, the narrative of the flood is followed swiftly by the story of Babel. The ‘generation of division’, as rabbinic Judaism refers to the tower-builders, was set on making a structure so tall that its top would reach heaven. Even now, thousands of years later, the remains of the ancient ziggurats at Ur dominate the semi-desert, nullifying the stature of everything else around them, exactly as the architects of Babel intended. But in the process of creating this testament to their might and skill, they forfeited their humanity. A midrash describes how the architects wept whenever anyone dropped a brick but cared nothing when mere people fell to their deaths. Sadly, this is not a society we are unable to recognise.
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			BECHUKKOTAI (26:3–27:34)



			THE BOOK OF NUMBERS



			BEMIDBAR (1:1–4:20)



			NASO (4:21–7:89)



			BEHA’ALOTECHA (8:1–12:16)



			SHELACH LECHA (13:1–15:41)



			KORACH (16:1–18:32)



			CHUKKAT (19:1–22:1)



			BALAK (22:2–25:9)



			PINCHAS (25:1–30:1)



			MATTOT (30:2–32:42)



			MASEI (33:1–36:13)



			THE BOOK OF DEUTERONOMY



			DEVARIM (1:1–3:22)



			VA’ETCHANAN (3:23–7:11)



			EKEV (7:12–11:25)



			RE’EH (11:26–16:17)



			SHOFTIM (16:18–21:9)



			KI TEITSEI (21:10–25:19)



			KI TAVO (26:1–29:8)



			NITZAVIM (29:9–30:20)



			VAYELECH (31:1–30)



			HA’AZINU (32:1–52)



			VEZOT HABERACHAH (33:1–34:12)



			Notes



			Footnotes



			BookDrop
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‘Brims with moral resolve, empathy
and the deepest possible wisdom. It is proof
that the Torah is a living, breathing thing.’
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