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PRAISE FOR JUDAISM FOR EVERYONE


“A great read, and a splendid stepping-stone to a thoroughly enriched life.”

—Deepak Chopra

 



“Judaism for Everyone gets my vote for the best Jewish book of the year.”

—Arnold Ages, The Jewish Post and Opinion


 



“Boteach’s great faith in Judaism as a source of inspiration shines through.”

—Publishers Weekly


 



“An entertaining read . . . Boteach’s goal of making Jewish thought palatable and agreeable to a wide audience outside the Jewish faith should be applauded.”

—Jerusalem Post


 



“Good reading for people of all religions.”

—Buffalo News


 



“A major achievement. Few books on Judaism convey its essence as clearly, as interestingly, as humanly as Judaism for Everyone.”

—Dennis Prager, author of  Happiness Is a Serious Problem


 



“Judaism for Everyone reaffirmed my own sense of Jewish faith. I’ve shared this precious work with friends from other practices who, thanks to [Boteach], now have a better understanding of what it means to be a Jew.”

—Alan Colmes, Fox News
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“A cultural phenomenon.”

—Newsweek


 



“A relationship guru.”

—New York Daily News


 



“America. . . .may need a Shmuley showcase.”

—Washington Post


 



“Surprisingly fresh.”

—Aaron Barnhart, The Kansas City Star


 



“A reality mensch.”

—People


 



“Self-help superhero.”

—Macleans, Canada

 



“He’s got at least one lesson we could all use.”

—The Bangor Daily News


 



“A smart, insightful guy.”

—Hillary Rhodes, The Fort Wayne Journal Gazette


 



“A frank talker with considerable charm.”

—Wall Street Journal


 



“A self-help sensation.”

—Alexandra Alter, The Miami Herald


 



“Strode the national stage by analyzing relationships on  The Oprah Winfrey Show, acting as a spiritual mentor to Michael Jackson.”

—New York Times
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To my grandmother Ida Paul,  
who ensured that I had a Jewish education


 




To Shneur Zalman Fellig,  
without whose inspiration, influence, and  
friendship I would not have become a Rabbi


 




To Michael Heinhardt,  
whose love for all things Jewish  
has given me inspiration


 




And to the Lubavitcher Rebbe,  
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson,  
of blessed memory, who inspired generations  
of young Jewish men and women  
to become spiritual leaders







May the same wonder-working Deity who, long since delivering the Hebrews from their Egyptian oppressors, planted them in the promised land—whose providential agency has lately been conspicuous in establishing these United States as an independent nation—still continue to water them with the dews of Heaven and to make the inhabitants of every denomination participate in the temporal and spiritual blessing of that people whose God is Jehovah.


—PRESIDENT GEORGE WASHINGTON,  
in a letter to Congregation Mikve Israel  
in Savannah, Georgia, 1789


 



I have heard from my father and mother all the answers that faith in God could offer to those who doubt and search for the truth. In our home and in many other homes the eternal questions were more actual than the latest news in the Yiddish newspaper. In spite of all the disenchantment and all my skepticism I believe that the nations can learn much from the Jews, their way of thinking, their way of bringing up children, their finding happiness where others see nothing but misery and humiliation.

—ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER






Preface

Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, the mighty man in
 his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches; but let him
 that glories glory in that he understands and knows Me.

—JEREMIAH 9:22-23

 



 



MY JEWISH FAITH HAS ALWAYS BEEN my greatest love and inspiration. Knowing that millions of Jews, throughout history, have laid down their lives rather than relinquish the faith of their ancestors has given me considerable pause in undertaking the composition of this book. In the end it was entirely due to the request and encouragement of Robin Baird-Smith, original publisher of Kosher Sex and friend, as well as Joann Miller, my editor at Basic Books, that this book was written. It is my attempt to offer traditional Judaism to a modern Jewish and non-Jewish audience in a rational, intelligible, and inspiring light. The book incorporates the insights of many of the old giants of Jewish history as well as more contemporary Jewish thinkers. Foremost on this list are my great teacher and mentor, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, of blessed memory; Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch; Rabbi Joseph Dov Soloveitchik; and Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel. Other scholars whose ideas appear here include Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm, my dear friend Dennis Prager, and Yeshayahu Leibovitz.

In my other books I have thanked my wife, Debbie, for being my greatest pillar of support, without whom none of my projects would have achieved fruition. In this book I thank her, not for supporting  me, but for inspiring me. Judaism has long maintained that women possess a higher innate spirituality than men. My wife demonstrates this with her absolute love and devotion to God, people, and Judaism. Nothing that her Jewish faith requires is ever a burden to her, and nothing it demands fails to show her its immediate inner beauty. I also wish to thank my children, who are my joy and the lights of my life. Imparting to them my passion for the Jewish faith has been the foremost responsibility of my life.

I also thank Jo Ann Miller, Executive Editor at Basic Books, for her belief in this material and her enthusiasm for my ideas. I hope that her steadfast support will not prove misplaced. I extend my hearty gratitude to my agent and friend Lois Delahabay, who served as a wonderful matchmaker for this book. And finally, I offer humble thanks to my extremely wise friend Ron Feiner, who gives me profound advice on all aspects of life, both personal and professional, without which I would be significantly more impoverished.

As always, I thank Almighty God for granting me the strength to complete this task. I can only hope that I have done His great law some measure of justice.

Readers acquainted with my writings know that at the age of eight I experienced the trauma of my parents’ divorce, which split my family in two. My mother moved with me and my siblings to Miami, and my father remained in Los Angeles. We had always been an Orthodox Jewish family that celebrated the Sabbath, kept a kosher home, and observed the Jewish festivals, and we children attended a Jewish day school. As young boys, my brothers and I wore yarmulkes always, both at home and in public. But we partook fully in the modern world as well. My siblings and I consumed copious quantities of television and participated in all the adolescent fads that characterized mid-1970s America. We skated in roller rinks on Saturday nights, sang Bee Gees songs, and went to endless showings of Grease  and Rocky. But there was a void in my heart that could not be filled. I began to lag behind the rest of my class and became, like some of my siblings, a troublemaker at school. Although my pranks made me popular among my classmates, I felt aimless and lost. With my father 3,000 miles away, I had no full-time authoritarian figure to exert any real influence over me, and my mother selflessly worked two jobs to support her five children.

When I was ten, my life took a vastly different course. My mother could not afford to send my brothers and me to a mainstream Jewish summer sleep-away camp. But the worldwide Hassidic Jewish movement, Chabad-Lubavitch, was opening an eight-week over - night camp in the blistering and mosquito-infested Homestead, Florida, and she signed us up. For the first time in my life, I was immersed in a completely Hassidic Jewish environment, and I found myself in my element. I was a popular camper, and for three consecutive summers I won the competition for learning by heart the most Mishnah, the ancient rabbinic oral code of law. The young rabbinical students who served as my counselors became surrogate fathers to me, and I continued to enjoy a close relationship with them during the year, attending virtually all the weekly classes and programs they ran for Jewish children in South Florida.

At the time of my Bar Mitzvah, the principal Lubavitch figure in my life was Shneur Zalman Fellig, a young rabbinical student who exerted spirited influence on me, was my surrogate older brother, and is one of the people to whom I have dedicated this book. He somehow finagled a meeting between myself and the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Schneerson, the foremost Rabbi and Jewish spiritual leader of his time. I met the Rebbe at three o’clock in the morning, in his tiny Brooklyn office, while hundreds waited outside for their private meetings. I had been told that I would have only a few moments with him, so I prepared a long letter detailing the negative effects of my parents’ divorce on me, how I had become a cynic, and how my life at school consisted of teasing the girls and playing practical jokes on the teachers, while my life at home consisted mostly of fighting with my siblings and watching television.

I was moved by the Rebbe’s slow reading of my letter, occasionally marking passages with a short yellow pencil. When he finished, he looked up at me and I saw in his piercing blue eyes a sea of infinite kindness. He said to me: “You are too young to be a cynic, especially  since you will grow to be a source of naches, inspiration, joy, and pride to your family, your school, and the entire Jewish people. I bless you today to grow to be a light unto all people.” He then asked me to write to him and to inform him of the progress I was making in achieving these goals, and he said that he would write to me too, a promise he kept. When I emerged from his office, I felt filled with hope for the first time in my life. That very night I decided to leave my Jewish day school and enter a rabbinical seminary.

In some religions the purpose of life is to perfect oneself and become more Godly, a noble objective to be achieved through spiritual pursuits such as faith, prayer, charity, and abstinence. For Judaism the purpose of life is the healing of the world. Man is invited as a junior partner in creation to assist God in purging the world of evil, indifference, and injustice and imbuing it with compassion and loving-kindness. The Jewish dream of creating a world with no war or conflict held immense appeal to a young child whose heart had been broken by the dissolution of his parents’ marriage.

The Jewish mission is not to teach the world how to make money, but rather what to do with money once it is made. Our purpose is not to teach the world how to develop atomic energy, but rather to what use such energy should be put. The Jews have always served as the lamp lighting the way for humanity to find God. Our purpose is to show direction, thus ensuring that all the goals of mankind remain pointing firmly heavenward. The Jewish people are like an arrow, a vector, always reminding humans to lift their eyes toward the infinite expanse of the cosmos and see reality for what it really is, that there is an invisible God behind all human events, and that man can find Him if he but lifts the curtain of nature, which conceals the God of history.

This book seeks to demonstrate the modern relevance of the world’s oldest monotheistic faith to men and women of all ethnicities, nationalities, and persuasions. It was not written, nor was it intended, primarily for a Jewish audience. The L’Chaim Society, the educational outreach organization I founded at Oxford University in 1988, has been one of the few Jewish organizations in the world  with a high proportion of non-Jewish members. Every Friday when I served as Rabbi at Oxford, of the hundred or so students who joined us for the weekly Sabbath meal, more than a third were non-Jews. They came not to convert to Judaism—only a handful of students converted in the eleven years I served as Rabbi there—but rather to grasp a spiritual framework that is all about the celebration of life, that glories in human warmth, and that teaches that God is loving, comforting, and approachable.

It is my great hope that in these pages, no matter how close or far Judaism feels to you, you too will experience some of its life, dynamism, vibrancy, and soul-piercing depth.

 



Shmuley Boteach  
Englewood, New Jersey







Introduction

WESTERN SOCIETY IS DEFINED AS MUCH by its social ills as it is by its successes. True, the West has largely eradicated poverty, made great strides in fighting disease, and created a high standard of living. But it is also plagued by crumbling families, material excess, and the loss of spiritual purpose. Cumulatively this points to the erosion of values in Western life. Loneliness is endemic because we value money and career over family and relationships. Purposelessness prevails because we are defined more by material greed than spiritual hunger. And depression dominates because we value youthfulness over wisdom, and a perfect body over an enlightened spirit.

But what can explain the loss of values in the West? Are these not societies that were built on strong religious foundations? Taken as a whole, Western society has lost its values precisely because religion has lost its way.

In the United States, the dominant faith, Christianity, comes generally in one of two forms. The first consists of the formal, mainline Christian denominations, like the Lutherans and Presbyterians, which tend to be more socially liberal and have thus either endorsed or tacitly embraced much of Western culture’s values. The second is composed of the evangelicals and charismatics who condemn and reject the culture’s mores and have chosen abortion and gay marriage as the most important spiritual battlegrounds of our times. This obsession with two sexual issues, to the near exclusion of everything else, has helped marginalize religion and has undermined the ability  of the faithful to impart real values to an increasingly valueless society. Fifty percent of heterosexuals are divorcing, but our evangelical brethren continue to obsess over gays whom they say threaten the institution of marriage. The truth, of course, is that straight people have done an admirable job of destroying the institution.

Islam faces numerous problems as it confronts the modern world, including an aversion to Western democratic values and a rising number of fanatics who preach violence in the name of God.

All of this points to one conclusion—the need for greater influence on the part of that other great world religion that gave rise to both Christianity and Islam: Judaism. Not only because Judaism is the only great monotheistic faith left standing, but rather because the values of Judaism are uniquely suited to modern times.

How has it come to be that the world’s oldest monotheistic faith is the one with the least contemporary influence? Judaism spawned every other great world religion that believes in one God. Yet, outside the Jewish community (and, many would argue, even within our community), it is virtually unknown. Most people know of Jews and Judaism only in a tragic context. In thinking of golden civilizations we conjure up images of pontificating Greek philosophers, Roman legions shimmering in the golden sun, and the artistic wonders of the Renaissance masters. The Jews are the ones who were defeated by the Romans, slaughtered by the Crusaders, expelled by the Spaniards, disemboweled by the Cossacks, and cremated by the Nazis. Every Jewish child studies in school about how each nation lived and how the Jews died. It is my intention in this book to refute this lie and establish Judaism as a program for the development of human potential that is suited to people of every persuasion.

There are many reasons Judaism lacks contemporary influence. Foremost is the tragically mistaken notion on the part of Jews themselves that Judaism is only for Jews. To be sure, Jews do not proselytize, believing we must all, in the words of my friend Marianne Williamson, “honor our incarnation.” The faith into which you were born is the manner in which God expects you to worship Him.  But this was never supposed to mean that Judaism as a system of belief and values was not meant to influence the lives of all the earth’s inhabitants, non-Jews included. Plenty of Westerners meditate and do yoga. But that does not mean they have any intention of embracing an Eastern faith.

After 3,300 years of near-exclusive practice by Jews, why do I say that in these times, Judaism is for everyone? Because it is the only religion that can address the corruption and loss of purpose that is endemic to the Western world.

Western society has figured out nearly all the great macrocosmic questions. We know, for instance, that the best form of government, which will likely never be improved upon, is liberal democracy as Francis Fukuyama has argued. We also know that no financial engine can ever equal that of a free market-based economy. We have not cured all disease but know how to research their cures. And though we haven’t brought about world peace, we know how it can be achieved through the spread of representative government, freedom of press, and freedom of religion. But while Western society has answered these big questions, it has failed at the smaller, microcosmic questions. We know how to build skyscrapers, but we don’t know how to sustain a marriage. We know how to launch a satellite into orbit, but we are flummoxed when it comes to raising good kids. And we know how to send messages effortlessly across the world in nanoseconds, but we don’t know how to overcome our addiction to the impulse purchase. America especially has become a country of great contrasts: the wealthiest nation on earth consumes three-quarters of its antidepressants.

It is into this contradiction where Judaism fits. Most of the world’s great faiths have traditionally focused on the large questions of existence: How can faith-based governments be created? Where do you go after you die? How did Satan come to be? Jews and Judaism, lacking even their own country for two thousand years, have focused instead on the small yet profound questions of existence. How does a man remain attracted to his wife for the duration of their marriage? How do families learn to consecrate time and make special  moments holy? How can we ensure that we are always honest in our commercial dealings? And how do we raise children who are motivated, respectful, and intellectually curious? It goes without saying that a failure to master these questions virtually guarantees an unhappy and failed existence.

Every religion is known for certain characteristics: Christianity for its deep faith, Islam for its strong passion, Hinduism for its penetrating spirituality. Judaism is known above all else for its emphasis on  mitzvah—a righteous action, the belief that what we do is always more important than what we believe. It is a curious notion for a religion but one that Judaism affirms passionately. But that’s what makes Judaism much more a science for the fullest development of human potential than a religion in the conventional sense of the word.

We often speak of the similarities of the great monotheistic faiths because there is a great deal that unites them. Yet Judaism stands alone, not for its rejection of the divinity of Jesus or the prophecy of Muhammad, but for its singular concern with values.

There are, of course, the values that the Jewish people bequeathed the world that have since been co-opted by other faiths and for which we have lost the copyright. Among these are the belief in the unity of all things stemming as they do from the one true God; the infinite value and absolute equality of every human life (expressed by the Hebrew Bible with its declaration that all are created in the image of God); the primacy of education and a knowledge-based life; and the belief in charity, philanthropy, and our responsibility for the welfare of our fellow man.

Most of these values are no longer accredited to the Jews. We gave the world the one true God. Today the name is Jesus and Allah. The Hebrew Bible’s idea that all men are created as equals today goes by the name democracy. The idea of a brotherhood of nations, rooted in the books of Isaiah and Jeremiah, today goes by the name United Nations. Consider also that the teaching of Leviticus 19:18, that one must love one’s fellow man as oneself, is today called the Golden Rule and attributed to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, even though Moses proclaimed it thirteen centuries earlier.

British historian Paul Johnson put it this way: “To [the Jews] we owe the idea of equality before the law, both divine and human; of the sanctity of life and the dignity of the human person; of the individual conscience and so of personal redemption; of the collective conscience and so of social responsibility; of peace as an abstract ideal and love as the foundation of justice, and many other items which constitute the basic furniture of the human mind. Without the Jews it might have been a much emptier place.”

But there is a second tier of values—values that remain wholly Jewish and that have not been embraced by the world, but that can bring great healing if they were to be disseminated. They are, in acrostic form, DREAMS, or Destiny, Redemption, Enlightenment, Action, Marriage, and Struggle.

The first value is Destiny. Unlike the Greeks, who believed in the “awesome power of fate,” the Jews are messianists. For Christians, messianism is a spiritual concept that speaks of humankind’s redemption from original sin. But for Jews, messianism is a physical concept that connotes humankind’s capacity to make the world a nearly perfect place. Jews believe in humankind’s promised destiny of an era in which peace will reign over the earth, “the wolf shall lie with the lamb,” and the predatory streak in humans and in nations will be purged.

In short, we reject humankind’s sinfulness and instead believe in its perfectibility. It is not sin that Judaism focuses on, but atonement: the ability of a human being to correct his ways and become Godly. We are even willing to wrestle with God Himself, battling whatever divine plans He may have for afflictions, and instead demanding and bringing healing to the world. Abraham argued with God to save the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah. Moses debated with the Creator to rescue the Jews after the sin of the Golden Calf. They did so in the knowledge that it was the will of the Creator that they sought to rescind the devastating divine decree.

Whereas Christians believe in a leap of faith, and Islam translates, literally, as submitting to God in faith, the word Israel means “he who wrestles with God.” This explains why Jews always struggle to improve  the society into which they are immersed. Jews have always flourished in societies that were meritocracies and have nearly always foundered in societies that were aristocracies. For Judaism champions the individual’s capacity to raise himself up. This also explains why so many Jews have founded utopian movements aimed at social justice and the equal distribution of wealth.

Despite their tragic history, Jews remain eternal optimists. Most of all, this explains Zionism and the establishment of modern Israel. Jews returned to their homeland just three years after the Holocaust ended, and they did so while many other nations succumbed to calamities much less serious. As Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik told us, the burning fire to return to the land of their fathers could not be snuffed out even by the raging flames of the crematoria of Auschwitz.

The second fundamental Jewish value is Redemption. Christians and Muslims believe in salvation, or the need for man to become spiritual—to refine his character and earn a place in heaven. But Jews believe that world redemption precedes personal salvation. The betterment of the community must always outweigh the perfection of the individual. Repairing the world is more important than repairing oneself. Communal wants precede personal needs.

Judaism has had neither a monastic tradition nor an emphasis to pray on our own. There is not a strong meditative tradition in Judaism; everything is geared toward outward, communal involvement. Jews are raised with a collective rather than a personal conscience. In this age of extreme narcissism, when young people are encouraged to upload an endless stream of pictures of themselves on Facebook, along with a steady feed of Twitter updates sharing what they had for breakfast, there is a passionate need to reestablish an overarching communal consciousness.

The third fundamental Jewish value is Action. What you do is more important than what you believe. Good deeds always supersede good dogma, which is why a great philanthropist can be an atheist and still be more righteous than a saint who cowers in a cave seeking his own enlightenment. Jews believe that what we become in our lifetime is  dependent entirely on the choices we make rather than on the ideas by which we live. Man possesses freedom of choice at all times. Therefore, we must choose righteousness.

Christianity puts faith above acts. Many strains of Christianity believe in predetermination. Even modern-day science advocates a belief in genetic predisposition—that individuals live under the illusion of choice when in reality their choices are predetermined. But Judaism utterly rejects such notions. Jews believe in the power of a single good deed to change a person’s life or even the world at large. That is why the concept of mitzvah—good deeds, righteous action—is the most central Jewish value of all.

We believe that giving money to the poor is tzedaka—justice, rather than charity. It is an affair of the heart, motivated, of course, by strong feelings for the underprivileged. But in the final analysis, we do not care how one feels about the poor. Whether you think they are deserving of your largesse or parasites who ought to get a job makes no difference whatsoever. You must still give.

The fourth value is Enlightenment. Jews believe in the illumination that comes from the pursuit of knowledge. We are the people of the book because of our deep reverence for study. Unlike other civilizations that believe that knowledge’s purpose is its application to everyday problems, Jews believe in knowledge for knowledge’s sake. To live in ignorance is, for the Jew, to live in the dark pit of hell. Being raised Jewish is being raised to always want to know. We are an infinitely curious people and believe that the great bane of existence—boredom—can only be cured by knowledge.

The fifth core value of Judaism is Marriage. By marriage, I do not only mean the institution. Jews believe in the softening of the masculine by exposure to the feminine. We seek the amelioration of the aggressive by synthesis with the passive. No other people or nation has been so passionate about the need to curb masculine aggression with feminine nurturance.

Judaism insists on curbing the desire for conquest with the desire for peace. It is an inherently feminine faith, and Jews are an  inherently feminine people. We glorify the Sabbath, a passive day of peace and rest, as our holiest day. We have strict prohibitions on eating blood, and we are prohibited from eating animals or birds of prey.

The ancient world glorified warriors like Odysseus, Agamemnon, Hannibal, and Caesar. But the Jews glorify Abraham, who is praised in the Bible for being a caterer; Jacob, who pardons the angel with whom he struggles; and Joseph, who forgives his brothers in their attempt at fratricide. Even King David, our greatest warrior, is celebrated not for his military triumphs but for playing harp and lyre and authoring the moving Psalms.

Jewish families are strong because Jewish men have been domesticated for thousands of years. They have been taught not to be womanizers but to commit to one woman and to commit at a young age.

The Western world’s principal problem today is not, amid an admittedly weak economy, that it does not know how to make money, but rather that it no longer knows how to sustain a relationship. Divorce affects about half of all Western families. Singles date endlessly without committing, and children look to celebrities and sports heroes rather than parents and teachers as their principal sources of inspiration. Men do not know how to respect women, and women do not know how to respect themselves. The crisis in the Western world is not financial but a crisis of values. Isn’t that what all our financial experts have been saying: that the Wall Street collapse was brought about by greed and material insatiability? A culture that conditions people to believe happiness will come from possessions rather than relationships is bound to collapse.

The last of the six fundamental values is Struggle. It is wrestling with our nature, rather than attaining perfection, that constitutes true righteousness. The Christian model of righteousness is Jesus, who is perfect. The same is true of Muhammad for Muslims—criticizing the Prophet is blasphemy. But Jews look up to Abraham, who made mistakes in his parenting of Ishmael. Jacob is criticized for favoring Joseph. Moses was so imperfect that he was not allowed to enter the Promised Land because he sinned in defying the word of God. What,  then, made these men great? It was their capacity to wrestle with their nature and do the right thing amid a predilection to do otherwise. For Christians, righteousness is defined as perfection. But for Jews, righteousness is found in struggle. The angelic model of he for whom goodness is intuitive is not compelling to Jews. Rather, we admire those who act altruistically amid the temptation to behave selfishly.

Therefore, Jews understand hypocrisy in a different way. Most people are inconsistent rather than hypocritical. They preach one thing and practice another—not because they don’t believe in goodness, but because they cannot always master their passions. Our selfish natures cannot always be transcended, even as we wrestle with our egos to do the right thing. No matter. Imperfect people can still contribute to the perfection of the world. All it takes is one good deed.

For now, it can be noted that Jewish ideas today come with the name Christianity, Islam, secular humanism, communism, utopianism, democracy, New Ageism, and even atheism and agnosticism. I believe, however, that by tracing morality to its biblical origins, we will learn to understand not just the Jews and Judaism but morality and humanity themselves.




Why Judaism?


But why is Judaism uniquely empowered to offer us these insights into our world and ourselves? Moreover, what relevance could Judaism possibly have to the non-Jews who are part of a different faith tradition? The answers may surprise you.

A renaissance in religion is occurring. Ours is a generation desperately seeking spiritual sustenance. Spiritualist and New Age books top the world’s best-seller lists, and spiritual gurus of every denomination are sought out by young Western minds seeking an alternative to a suffocating materialism. And yet, mainstream religion continues to be seen as ossified and out of touch.

I believe that the age of Judaism has arrived. The past two millennia have constituted the age of Christianity and Islam, wherein  these two great faiths shaped world history. Both Christianity and Islam are concerned with the great macrocosmic issues—political, economic, and social. They have forged empires and have counted among their adherents many mighty princes. But while Christianity and Islam have spent the past fifteen centuries largely concerned with the world at large, Judaism has been focused on the inner world of man.

The world at large—the macrocosm—is doing well today. But while the macrocosm improves, the microcosm—the inner world of man—is deteriorating. It is almost as if progress in the world at large is inversely proportional to progress in the tiny world of everyday, ordinary humans. Divorce and infidelity rates are higher than ever. The crime wave that has been the curse of the Western world for several generations has today affected even children, who shoot at each other with guns. Substance abuse climbs with no end in sight. Antidepressants like Prozac, Paxil, and Zoloft remain the miracle drugs of a despondent and depressed generation. One in four Americans has been treated at some point in their lives for depression, and people continue to flock to movie theaters and watch endless hours of television in an effort to escape their lives for a while.

What this demonstrates is that it is not the world at large that needs help today, but the inner world of man. Judaism, as a religion that focuses on the perfection of the individual and his surroundings, is the science of human living par excellence. For two thousand years, the Jewish religion has had to sustain a nation that had no big questions to ask. Lacking sovereignty and national power, Jews’ survival could only be ensured by having strong families and strong identities. While other nations perfected the art of war and building armies and navies, Judaism perfected the art of building small but solid families and communities and closing the generation gap that would ensure that an ancient tradition could be passed from father to son and mother to daughter with minimal disruption.

What our generation requires above all else is the answer to how to master our lives in a confusing world of endless possibility and choice. We want a creed that will offer us passion and success, but  without substantial sacrifice. Ours is a pleasure-seeking generation where fun is as important as achievement. Judaism can provide it. No method of living has ever so emphasized the need to celebrate life amid a devotion to spiritual values than the Mosaic faith.

The time for Judaism to come of age has arrived. There are increasingly large numbers of people who crave guidance above all else in these confusing times. To be sure, every age has presented its own moral dilemmas. But what makes our own generation one of the most confused ever is the phenomenal wealth and the endless choice that accompanies it. The technological and financial explosion of the modern world has given us the dual ability to end all life as we know it with nuclear bombs, and to end all meaning in life as we know it with nonstop consumerism. We are the first generation in human history to be presented with profound challenges about what to do with our lives now that we no longer need to work eighteen-hour days just to put bread on the table. What Judaism provides, therefore, is a spiritually based philosophy of life that is concerned primarily about life in this world rather than the hereafter.




The Need for a Religion that Instills Values


Since its inception, Judaism has imparted a wealth of content and meaning into the world. But now that it has done so, can it not be consigned to the dustbin of history? Isn’t all religion nothing more than an attempt to make people better? Can we not therefore rid ourselves of the ritual and focus instead on the message?

There are two answers to this question. First, religion’s highest purpose is not to perfect the state of humankind, but to draw people closer to God. Second, although religion also tries to uplift humans from the level of the animal, it is not enough to simply teach humans values. Rather, a program of action must be established that actually instills values into the human psyche so that they can settle in and become permanent. Although all people cherish values, not all appreciate that values are useless unless they are ingrained into the human character. We forget sometimes how easy it is for ideas  and ethics to go out of fashion. Just fifty years ago the Nazis trampled on all cherished values, and they almost succeeded in building a world based on darkness. All great ideas, as well as civilization itself, corrode with time. The monumental values listed earlier in this Introduction cannot remain like flowers cut off from their roots, for they will slowly wilt and die. In promoting a moral and just planet, Judaism is not just a collection of ideas. It is a program of action by which to implement Godly ethics and values to the earth’s inhabitants, ensuring that they take root within the soul of the individual and within each successive generation. The purpose of Judaism is to take ethereal, spiritual abstractions and translate them into a tangible reality that becomes inseparable from, and part and parcel of, human living.

That Judaism is not often seen in this light but rather is viewed as arcane and obsolete ritual accounts for its sad and unjust decline. This book seeks to set the record straight. I hope to demonstrate the universality of these ideas even to readers who are not Jewish and have no interest in embracing the Jewish faith. A good example of this is the Sabbath. I strongly doubt that my non-Jewish readers will begin attending synagogue services or praying in Hebrew as a result of this reading this book. And I certainly don’t see many rushing to be circumcised. They may, however, encourage their children to understand the Sabbath by forgoing the television one day a week and spending that time instead reading to their kids.

Indeed, my organization, This World: The Values Network, has successfully launched a national family dinner initiative called “Turn Friday Night into Family Night” that asks all American parents to celebrate Friday nights as an evening consecrated by the Bible to family and community, a universal celebration of conversation, generosity, and togetherness. The recipe is simple. We call it “The Triple Two.” Every Friday night give your kids two hours uninterrupted by television, movies, or video games. To teach your children hospitality, invite two guests. And in order to deepen the family’s interests and awaken your children’s intellectual curiosity, prepare two substantive subjects for discussion. (You can get more information and  sign up at www.fridayisfamily.com.)


TIME magazine reports that the more families eat meals together, the less likely their children are to smoke, drink alcohol, do drugs, get depressed, develop eating disorders, and consider suicide, and the more likely they are to do well in school, delay having sex, eat their vegetables, learn big words, and know which fork to use. A 2005 study by Columbia University found that family dinners get better with practice. The less often a family eats together, the worse the experience is likely to be, the less healthy the food, and the more meager the talk. Among those families who eat together three or fewer times a week, a staggering 45 percent reported that the TV is on during the meals. Just imagine how a child feels when parents sit down to eat dinner and the television is blaring in the background. The message is clear: you’re too boring for me to focus on you for half an hour a day. Studies show that kids in this group are also more than twice as likely as those who have frequent family meals to say there is a great deal of tension among family members. They are also much less likely to think their parents are proud of them.

The pain of parental neglect affects so many people today. This is the perfect time to rededicate ourselves to a campaign like “Turn Friday Night Into Family Night,” which would be a step forward to healing the American family.

Whole libraries have been written about Judaism. This book differs in that it seeks to present the ideas behind the Jewish faith and set them in a modern philosophical context tied tightly to a trans-formative regimen of action. Whereas other books present Jewish ideas as having evolved historically, this volume seeks to promote the idea that the Jewish religion is a holistic set of inextricably linked values that together comprise a state-of-the-art system for the maximization of human potential.





 PART ONE

 Elements of Judaism
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 Foundations of Faith

Judaism as the Cornerstone of Western Civilization

 



 



 



I will insist that the Hebrews have done more to civilize man
 than any other nation.

—LETTER FROM JOHN ADAMS TO THOMAS JEFFERSON

 



Being a Jew is like walking in the wind or swimming: you are
 touched at all points and conscious everywhere.


—LIONELTRILLING,Partisan Review, 1985


 



 



WHILE LIVING IN BRITAIN FOR ELEVEN YEARS, I noticed that the Jews and the English have something in common. They are both phenomenal inventors but poor entrepreneurs, terrific with ideas but hapless with business. Both nations formulate bold new concepts, but fail abysmally at bringing them to market. During my time in Britain, I read countless articles lamenting the fact that British inventors repeatedly come up with remarkable innovations—they invented the world’s first computer, for example—only to see their ideas developed and marketed in the United States, where venture capital is more readily available. Take that problem, multiply it  a thousandfold, and you have the history of the Jews. The Jews are responsible for most of Western civilization’s cherished moral and social institutions, all of which today go by different names and are attributed to other religions and peoples.

Imagine for a moment that Thomas Edison—who had a stellar record not only of inventing terrific products but also of obtaining the patents and marketing them—had all his inventions stolen or developed by someone else who took full credit for their discovery. Then imagine that one day, long after Edison had died, his grandchildren were asked by his son to help him to organize a tribute to their grandfather, the great inventor, the genius. “What genius?” they asked. They had no idea that their grandfather was responsible for the lights in the room, the phonograph howling in the background, indeed, most of the electrical accessories without which they would find life intolerable. They might still participate in organizing the tribute, but only after their father cajoled and coerced them, with a large dose of guilt thrown in.

This is a useful analogy for appreciating and commiserating with the plight of modern Jewish parents, who must similarly badger their children to perpetuate a tradition that, to them, consists of nothing more than empty, arcane, and antiquated ritual. A generation of Jews is estranged from their heritage. In thinking of golden civilizations and of high points in history, the average secular Jew will conjure up images of pontificating Greek philosophers, Roman legions shimmering in the dazzling sun, and the artistic wonders of the Renaissance masters. Tell him that in terms of world history the Jews have outshone all these civilizations, and he will break into fits of giggles. The Jews, he thinks to himself—aren’t they the ones who were defeated by the Romans, slaughtered by the crusaders, expelled by the Spaniards, disemboweled by Chmielnicki in the Ukraine, massacred by the Russians and the Poles, and cremated by the Nazis? Every Jewish child studies in school about how each nation in the past lived, and about how the Jews died.

In the modern vernacular we would say that Jews have bad PR, a strange testament to a nation whose biblical calling was to serve as a  “light unto the nations.” Judaism today isn’t even a force shaping the public debate. It has been completely superseded by Christianity and Islam. This seems highly ironic in light of the unique gifts granted to the world by the Jewish people and acknowledged by historians and leading scholars. Consider the following examples of just a few of the Jewish contributions that have been co-opted under foreign names: The Jews gave the world the idea of the one God. Today his name is  Jesus Christ and Allah. The Hebrew Bible’s idea that all men are created as equals in God’s image today goes by the name democracy. The idea of a brotherhood of nations and of peace being superior to war, rooted in the Books of Isaiah and Jeremiah, today goes by the name  United Nations. Consider also that the teaching of Leviticus 19:18, that one must love one’s fellowman as oneself, today is called the  Golden Rule, its origin attributed to the Book of Matthew and to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. And the Jewish idea that life must be dedicated to the service of humanity and the pursuit of justice, goodness, and ethics today goes by the name secular humanism.


The historian Paul Johnson puts it this way:
One way of summing up 4000 years of Jewish history is to ask ourselves what would have happened to the human race if Abraham had not been a man of great sagacity, or if he had stayed in Ur and kept his higher notions to himself, and no specific Jewish people had come into being. Certainly the world without the Jews would have been a radically different place. . . . All the great conceptual discoveries of the intellect seem obvious and inescapable once they have been revealed, but it requires a special genius to formulate them for the first time. The Jews had this gift. To them we owe the idea of equality before the law, both divine and human; of the sanctity of life and the dignity of the human person; of the individual conscience and so of personal redemption; of the collective conscience and so of social responsibility; of peace as an abstract ideal and love as the foundation of justice, and many other items which constitute the basic furniture of the human mind. Without the Jews it might have been a much emptier place. (Paul Johnson, History of the Jews, p. 585)






It seems that only anti-Semites are honest enough to attribute to the Jews the world’s recent obsession with social justice. Jew-haters acknowledge the profound influence of the Jew, although they call it a conspiracy. The Jews injected values into the world and alerted mankind to a higher moral authority that would hold us accountable for our actions, thereby robbing human beings of the unbridled pursuit of their passions, and this made the Jews the most despised nation on earth. In 1899, Houston Stewart Chamberlain published  Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, a highly anti-Semitic work, which was extremely well received by the intellectuals of the day. (The London Times Literary Supplement called it “unquestionably one of the rare books that really matter.”) Chamberlain wrote, “I cannot help shuddering . . . at the portentous, irremediable mistake the world made in accepting the traditions of this wretched little nation ... as the basis of its belief.” According to Dennis Prager and Joseph Telushkin in Why the Jews? “Chamberlain hated the Jews for their monotheism and moral values which prevented the natural human being from possessing unrestricted freedom: ‘The Jew came into our gay world and spoiled everything with his ominous concept of sin, his law, and his cross.’” Indeed, this was the basic argument of Nietzsche’s hatred of Christianity. In essence, he said that the Jews had played a big joke on the world in the form of the Christian. Strong German Teutonic knights had been instilled with the attributes of compassion, forbearance, humility, and prayer and had thus been made into sad mediocrities. The arch anti-Semite Richard Wagner called for a new German religion with no Jewish or Christian influence: “Emancipation from the yoke of Judaism appears to us the foremost necessity.” Indeed, the Jewish promulgation of morality and Godly ethics ensured that the Jews would be the most influential and simultaneously most hated nation in the world.




Why Judaism? 

Why is Judaism uniquely empowered to offer us insights into our world and ourselves? Moreover, how much relevance could Judaism  possibly have to non-Jews? The answer is much more than we might assume.

Ours is a generation desperately seeking spiritual sustenance. In this atmosphere, spiritualist and New Age books top the best-seller lists, and spiritual gurus of every denomination are sought out by young Western minds as an alternative to a suffocating materialism. Yet books on mainstream religions like Judaism and Christianity can often be found only in specialty bookstores. So what do I hope to accomplish with a new book on Judaism?

I believe that the age of Judaism has arrived. In the past two millennia, Christianity and Islam have been the decisive factors shaping world history. These religions concern themselves with macrocosmic issues—political, economic, and social. Christianity and Islam have forged empires and count among their adherents mighty princes. By contrast, there have been virtually no Jewish empires or princes in all that time. Indeed, Judaism has had little to say about the big questions of national existence, such as how to run governments, create dynasties, and subjugate infidels. Rather, robbed of real temporal power ever since the destruction of the first Temple by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.E., Judaism has concerned itself with small questions: whom to marry, how to be a good son and honor one’s parents, how to practice honesty in business, how to wrestle with and ultimately conquer the darker angels of one’s nature, how to refrain from gossiping behind a friend’s back, how to overcome feelings of jealousy and celebrate the good fortune of others, and finally how to imbue everyday life with passion and meaning. The Jews have turned their creative powers inward rather than outward and focused on perfecting themselves and the world around them. No wonder that for tens of generations, the Jews have had the most highly developed communal structures and the strongest family life. Stated simply, whereas Christianity and Islam have spent the past fifteen hundred-odd years for the most part concerned with the world at large, Judaism has been focused on the small world of man.

The world at large is better today than it ever was. To be sure, the terrorist outrages in the United States in 2001, the constant terrorism against innocent Israeli civilians in the Middle East, and the wholesale starvation of innocents in war-torn parts of Africa remind us of how vulnerable humans still are and how far we are from a lasting and just peace. Nevertheless, it is almost unthinkable that a global conflict like a third world war could break out today. Wealthy countries operate highly developed foreign-aid programs for the benefit of poorer ones, and world leaders who seek and create peace are lauded as heroes, whereas warmongers are treated as terrorists and thugs. Although we still have a long way to go, there can be little doubt that an international war is today being waged against poverty, disease, terrorism, and injustice. But while the macrocosm is improving, the microcosm—the inner world of man—is deteriorating with alarming rapidity. Divorce and infidelity rates are higher than ever. The crime wave, the curse of the Western world for several generations, today even involves children who shoot one another at school with guns. Drug and substance abuse climb, with no end in sight. Antidepressants, Prozac for example, remain the miracle drugs of a despondent and depressed generation. (One in four Americans has been treated at some point for depression.) People flock to movies and watch endless hours of television in an effort to escape the monotony and pain of their lives for a while. What can be said about a generation for whom celebrity gossip is its highest indulgence? How content can today’s men and women really be when they choose to live vicariously through men who can throw a ball through a hoop, or women who wiggle their behinds on television at the MTV music awards?

What our generation requires above all is a way to master our lives in a confusing world of endless possibility and choice. We want a creed that will offer us passion and success without substantial sacrifice. Ours is a pleasure-seeking generation, where fun is as important as achievement. Judaism can provide it. While other nations were perfecting the art of war and building armies and navies, Judaism was perfecting the art of building solid families and communities and closing the generation gap to ensure that an ancient tradition could be passed from father to son and mother to daughter with  minimal disruption. No other method of living has so celebrated life amid a devotion to spiritual values. Judaism offers a spiritually based philosophy that is concerned primarily with life in this world, rather than the hereafter.




Cornerstones of Civilization 

Western civilization is predicated on various foundation stones, and it is the purpose of this book to demonstrate not only the roots of some of these ideas in Judaism and the Bible but, more important, how Judaism is a program of action designed to internalize these concepts within the heart of man and society. As a general introduction to some of the themes that will be found in this book, I have compiled the eighteen cardinal tenets of the modern world as I see them, and I have shown how each emanates from a different strand within the fabric of the Bible and Jewish faith.

 



 




The Belief in the Brotherhood of Mankind and the Kinship of All Living Things. This belief is predicated on the understanding that we all emanate from a single source in God, and thus humanity is one family, responsible for each of its members. Because we are all children of the one God, there is hope that all humankind can live together in peace and harmony. This is not a concept based on dualism, or two warring powers, but a belief that one God is the master of the universe and source of all life. Evil is therefore always weaker than good, and benevolent forces will always triumph over darkness. An all-encompassing unity is at the heart of creation. There are no opposing forces at odds in the universe. This emanates from the belief in one God and one Creator.


 



 




The Belief in the Equality and Infinite Value of All Human Beings and in Their Dignity, Which Must Be Upheld and Protected by All. Every human is special and irreplaceable. Our worth is not judged by our possessions, but by our divine, immortal soul. Human life is sacred.  This stems from the biblical statement that man was created in the image of God.


 



 




History Is Directional and Continually Evolves for the Betterment of Mankind. Every good deed, however small, is significant and cumulative and ultimately brings us closer to the perfect world, which is in our power to bring about. Action is far more significant than dogma or belief. The right thing should be done even if for the wrong reasons. This springs from the ancient Jewish belief that history began in chaos but will culminate gradually in the messianic era. The Messiah will one day perfect the world, but in the meantime we must contribute to the world’s completion. We bring light to our darkened planet by carrying out the mitzvot, the divinely prescribed religious actions that foster holiness and goodness in our world.


 




Peace Is Superior to War, Forgiveness Higher Than Vengeance, and Cultivation of the Mind and Spirit More Noble Than Cultivation of the Body.  This stems from the Jewish insistence that the Sabbath, a day of rest, is holier than all the workdays of the week, as well as from the ancient messianic prophecies that promised a perfect world devoid of conflict and hostilities.


 



 




Man Is Utterly Free—Empowered with Freedom of Choice, He Is Capable of Liberating Himself from the Cage of Human Nature. There is no fate—not in the stars, not in our genes. We are responsible for our own actions and will be rewarded for good deeds and held accountable for bad. Humans, unlike animals, are always in control of their destiny. This idea flows from the Festival of Passover and the exodus from Egypt, which emphasizes that the Jew has been permanently and irrevocably redeemed from Egypt, the symbol of human and natural bondage.


 



 




Law Is Ineffective Unless It Is Immutable; Morality and Ethics Must Be Anchored in an Absolute Divine Standard. There is a universal standard of conduct by which people must treat one another. Man cannot be trusted as the arbiter of his own morality. Law, the best means for communicating love, translates human potential into actuality. Any society not based on the dictates of law is unjust. There is no moral relativism at work in creation; rather, God’s law represents the noblest ideals of goodness. This crucial concept arises out of the Ten Commandments and the Festival of Shavuot, celebrating God’s giving the Jews the law at Sinai.


 




Man Is Not Master of the Planet, but Must Seek to Be One with the Universe, Protecting All Life and the Environment. Man is custodian of the earth, and the world is his garden, which he must nurture and protect. Sadistic treatment of animals or abuse of the environment is a grave sin, which will result in man’s being driven from the earth.  This idea emanates from Adam and Eve’s being placed in the Garden of Eden, as well as from the Festival of Sukkot, a seven-day period of total immersion in nature, which sensitizes man to its wonders.


 



 




Leadership Is the Cornerstone of Human Inspiration and Social Change. Strong leadership is central to every healthy society. “Without vision,” as King Solomon said, “the people will perish.” This concept emerges from the centrality of the Messiah to social change, as well as the critical role the Kohen-Priests and the Rabbis have played in Jewish history.


 



 




Man Must Have Values by Which to Live. A healthy life is one in which priorities are set. Those things that are eternal and valuable, like family, must be placed before the ephemeral and superficial, like career and success. A day of rest every week is essential in retreating from the bustle of everyday life in order to reconsider priorities and rejuvenate the spirit. Judaism is solely responsible for teaching man that rest has a higher function than simply facilitating more work.  This is another idea that stems from the weekly Sabbath, a day that cannot be compromised for commerce or financial gain.  The Sabbath is an uninterrupted celebration of values, wherein the important is never superseded by the urgent.


 



 




Man Is More Than the Sum Total of His Actions. Man possesses an internal soul that transcends the negative things he does. Man can always reinvent himself and turn his life around. Renewal is at the heart of retaining passion in life, and man is possessed of an infinite capacity to recreate himself. This idea stems from the Jewish belief in repentance and the numerous biblical examples of God’s heartily accepting sincere regret, most notably in the story of the prophet Jonah and the city of Nineveh. It is also the theme behind Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, as well as Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.


 



 




Man Must Harbor a Hatred for War, Violence, and the Sight of Blood.  Instilling these ideas is the purpose behind the Jewish dietary laws of kashrut and strict prohibitions against eating blood.


 



 




The Family Is the Bedrock of Society and the Most Important Social Unit.  Some of the most important biblical observances, such as the eating of the paschal lamb, can be done only in the family. Similarly, the Bible always counts the Jewish people in denominations of tribe and family.


 




Man Need Not Bow His Head in Submission in the Face of Seeming Divine Injustice, and Humans Must Never Accept the Suffering of Their Fellowmen in Silence. Man’s highest calling is wrestling with God. We are invited to enter into a real relationship with God, involving give and take, not merely bowing and submission. This idea, found only in Judaism, traces its origin to the name Israel (Yisrael), literally, “he who wrestles with God,” as well as to the giants of Jewish history, like Abraham and Moses, who contended with God about punishing sinners.



Men and Women Are Different but Equal. Men and women have different ways by which to maximize their fullest, unique potentials.  This stems from Adam and Eve’s having been created separately, but as complements to each other, as each other’s helpmates. The Bible gives different laws for men and women, and both kinds of laws are vital to the nation.


 



 




The World Is Enriched by Cultural and Ethnic Diversity. Racism is evil because it denies the improvement that every people brings as it joins the family of nations. By working together, respecting one another, and being enhanced through exposure to one another’s differences, we create a family of nations, or to use the biblical metaphor, a garden whose beauty is dependent on its different colors and fauna. This critical idea, which the world has only recently begun to appreciate, is inherent in the concept of the Jews’ being the nation chosen to bring together the disparate contributions of all other nations within one divine framework.


 



 




The Most Beautiful Things in Life Are Those That, like Love, Are Invisible, Transcendent, and Cannot Be Experienced with the Five Senses. This follows from the belief in God, holiness, and spirituality.


 



 




Man Must Do the Right Thing Because It Is Right, Even If That Makes Him Unpopular or Jeopardizes His Vital Interests. This, one of humankind’s hardest lessons, has been taught to the Jew by two thousand years of anti-Semitism.


 



 




Doing the Right Thing for the Wrong Reasons Is Far More Important Than Waiting for the Proper Motivation. This idea is based on the Jewish obsession with world redemption, which always comes before personal salvation.





A Religion That Instills Values 

Now that Western society has adopted or at least pays lip service to the values I listed, the question that follows is this: Why do we still need religion? Judaism has imparted a wealth of content and meaning to the lives of the earth’s inhabitants, but now that its role as a harbinger of these eternal values has been fulfilled, can it not be consigned to the dustbin of history? Isn’t religion nothing more than an attempt to make people better? So let’s get rid of the ritual and focus on the message.

There are two answers to the question why we still need religion. First, religion’s highest purpose is not to perfect the state of humankind, but to draw people closer to God and, by extension, to one another. Second, although religion’s secondary purpose is to uplift man from the level of the animal, it is not enough simply to  teach man values. Rather, a program must be established that actually instills values into the human psyche so that they are translated from the abstract into the permanent. Stated somewhat differently, values, unlike knowledge, which can be taught, can only be experienced and absorbed. They are useless unless they are ingrained within the human character. We forget sometimes how easy it is for ideas and ethics to go out of fashion. Just sixty years ago, the Nazi beast trampled on all eighteen cardinal tenets, and had the Germans won the war, they might have instilled completely new ideals and built a world based on darkness. All great ideas, as well as civilization itself, corrode with time. The monumental values I have listed cannot remain like flowers cut off from their roots—they will slowly wilt and die. In promoting a moral and just planet, Judaism is not just a collection of ideas. More significantly, it is a program of action by which to bring Godly ethics and values to mankind, ensuring that they take root within the individual and each successive generation. The purpose of Judaism is to translate spiritual abstractions into a tangible reality that becomes an inseparable part of human living. Libraries of books have been written about Judaism.  This one differs in that it seeks to present the ideas behind the Jewish faith and set them in an insightful and universal philosophical context, rather than to serve merely as a how-to guide. Moreover, other books present Jewish ideas as having evolved historically, whereas this book proposes that the Jewish religion is a holistic set of inextricably linked values that together comprise a state-of-the-art system for maximizing human goodness and potential. I enjoin you to accompany me on this journey, whose terrain, though arduous, culminates in a land flowing with milk and honey, and in a world filled with justice and purpose.
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 The Triumph of Feminine over Masculine Values

Why Judaism Has Always Viewed Women
 as Superior, Rather than Equal, to Men

 



 



 



There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though
 nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a
 miracle.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN

 



In order to be a realist you must believe in miracles.

—DAVID BEN GURION, television interview, 1956

 




I felt there’s a wealth in Jewish tradition, a great inheritance.
 I’d be a jerk not to take advantage of it.


HERMAN WOUK, on his return to Orthodox Judaism

 



 



JUDAISM CAME INTO THE WORLD to sensitize man to the God that was all around him. Whereas other religions instructed humans to climb to the heavens, where they would find God, Judaism taught men and women simply to open their eyes and discover that they  are in God’s bosom. Conditioning mankind to experience the reality of God is the principal objective of the Jewish faith, but this sensitivity cannot come about until man harnesses his inner feminine energy. Women have a spiritual intuition that men lack. Only the reduction of aggression and competitiveness—which hinder man from recognizing the truth—can redeem him from his own self-centeredness and focus him fully on God. All of Judaism springs from a single core idea, revealed collectively to the Jewish nation at Sinai: the triumph of feminine-passive over masculine-aggressive values.

Judaism is not perceived as a religion that makes waves. Since Judaism has never had territorial and expansionist aspirations, the idea arose that it is evolutionary rather than revolutionary. Nothing could be further from the truth.

The introduction of Judaism into the established world order was the greatest revolution of all time and led to the greatest hatred of all time, anti-Semitism. Here was a people who proclaimed to the ruling classes that all humans were created in the image of God, that man was bound by a divine moral code and could therefore not steal or murder as he pleased. Until the giving of the Torah, or Law, at Mount Sinai, man loved only his relatives or his countrymen and kinfolk—those to whom he had blood ties or with whom he shared an identity. (“Torah” refers to all twenty-four books of the “written law” plus the “oral code” as written and compiled by the ancient Rabbis in the Mishnah and the Talmud.) Common interests preceded common values. In one stroke, the Torah commanded man to love the stranger, the orphan, and the widow and to protect their interests. Might did not make right, and not only the fittest survived. God’s providence spread like a canopy over all of creation, protecting the weak and oppressed. The Almighty legislated exacting punishment for those who took advantage of the unfortunate and those who lacked a natural protector. The Torah forbade employers to exploit their employees, insisting that wages never be withheld. Likewise, the Torah mandated a comprehensive social welfare system in which every man and woman of commerce was obligated to deliver at least 10 percent of their profits to the poor.  The Torah also made marrying a woman against her will illegal and imposed extremely harsh penalties on rape.

The Bible restructured the social hierarchy as well, undermining the ruling elites who exploited the poor and making meritorious action, not noble birth or victory in battle, the sole determinant of human greatness. Indeed, Judaism established a priestly class to replace the warrior class as the leaders of the nation. The pursuit of love and justice was enshrined as man’s highest goal. The Jews proclaimed to the world that people could transform themselves from peasant to landowner, from selfish to selfless, through personal effort.




Tuning In to the Divine Will 

Prior to the giving of the Torah at Sinai, paganism was the order of the day. Paganism must be differentiated from idolatry. Idolatry is the worship of idols, stones, the sun, the moon, and the stars. Paganism is the worship of the forces of nature. Pagans pay homage to the earth’s elements and ascribe divine qualities to wind, fire, earth, and water. But they also worship human nature and feel that it is their highest duty to indulge the natural instincts. In paganism, man cannot remain monogamous, for fear that he is missing out on the pleasures his genes have programmed him to pursue. In short, pagan man submits to the forces of nature without restraint. But Judaism taught man that he had to surrender himself to the rule and the immutable law of the one, true God, and that his nature could be reoriented to coincide with the divine will.

All this the Jews transmitted to a lawless world that worshiped stone. How must the prevailing caste systems and aristocratic orders,  the establishment, have reacted to such a revolutionary message? This is the meaning behind the Talmudic proclamation that Mount Sinai was so named because hatred, sinah, descended from there to the Jewish nation. As Rabbi Michael Lerner points out, ruling elites have always feared the Jewish passion for social justice and thus have portrayed the Jews as schemers and conspirators. The nature of every organism is to expel an irritant, and the Jews—with their message of sanctity, morality, equality, and holiness—have from time immemorial served as the world’s greatest pests. Judaism was always meant to  unsettle rather than become the establishment. Perhaps this explains why, though Christianity and Islam converted hundreds of millions, the Jews remained small in number, yet created a revolution in established thinking.

Judaism is a religion that simply cannot flourish amid banality. Its revolutionary calling does not lend itself to placid and unruffled communal life. The Jewish soul brims with fire and a passionate attempt to awaken the world to its Godly possibilities.




The First Feminine Revolution 

To be sure, the injection of Jewish values into history was a revolution. But what is not always appreciated is that it was a feminine revolution. Indeed, all of Judaism can be defined as the long-term introduction, and ultimate triumph, of feminine values over masculine ones. Prior to the giving of the Torah at Sinai, the world operated on masculine-aggressive principles. Dominant within society were those who exerted cunning and brute strength. Competitiveness and ruthlessness were the hallmarks of society. Vengeance and victory won out over forgiveness and harmony. Great men were those who vanquished their enemy in war and forgave no slight.

In fact the great men of history have overwhelmingly been military figures like Hannibal, Julius Caesar, Genghis Khan, and Napoleon. Duels were fought between men to defend their honor. History is replete with stories of so-called great men who killed their fellowmen in challenges over trifling offenses. Indeed, a man who would not seek to settle a slight with a pistol was dismissed as cowardly and feminine. No man could grow to be a ruler in the ancient world unless he was first a conqueror. The glory of the mighty emperors of Rome was dependent almost entirely on expanding the borders of the empire and brutally crushing their opponents, including women and children.

Into the world of masculine values came Abraham, who invited all strangers into his tent, and Moses, who insisted that the Hebrew must love the stranger and the oppressed. The Almighty forbade blood feuds and vengeance. Judaism taught that peace was superior to war, forgiveness the master of vengeance, introspection and study better than hostility and competition, and motherly selflessness greater than indulgent self-promotion. Judaism taught humans to cultivate their nurturing instinct at the expense of their competitive streak.

For the most part, our world today accepts the superiority of peace over war. This, however, is a recent innovation. Prior to the First World War, statesmen and royalty attired themselves in military dress because greatness was won on the battlefield. Those who averted a conflict or did not aspire to be soldiers were dismissed as cowards, not fit for public office. It was only the horrors of mass slaughter of the First and Second World Wars that alerted the world to the blessings of peace.

Today, of course, the desire to win glory on the battlefield has been largely transmuted to the desire to make money on Wall Street. I can imagine vividly the nightly scenes at our home when I was a boy. My father would arrive home late after a long day at the office, like so many other modern-day dads. My mother would quietly sit and eat dinner with him, long after the children had gone to sleep. Her message to my father was the same on almost every occasion. “You have five beautiful children, thank God. Isn’t that enough? Why do you need a bigger business, more money?” And my father, who of course justified his absence by his loving desire to provide for his family, would sit silently pondering her words. I suspect that the same scene has been repeated in countless homes since the pursuit of capital supplanted the pursuit of victory in battle. Men have almost always defined their success in external terms, constantly seeking to outdo their peers, and many women have also followed suit.

According to the German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel, human beings, like animals, have natural needs and desires for objects outside themselves, such as food, drink, shelter, and above all the preservation of their own lives and bodies. Man, in contrast to animals, also  desires the desire of other men—that is, he wants to be “recognized.” In particular, he wants to be recognized as a human being with a certain worth or dignity, a being that is superior to the animals and that occupies a central place in the world. Thus he is willing to risk his life in a struggle with his fellowman, the single goal being to attain respect and prestige.

Only man among the animals is able to overcome his most basic instincts—including the instinct for self-preservation—for the sake of abstract principles and goals. Whereas other animals risk their lives for food and shelter, humans will risk food and shelter—indeed their very health and welfare—in order to gain prestige and recognition. The desire for recognition drives two primordial combatants to seek to make the other “recognize” his humanness by staking his life in a fight to the death. But as the two battle, the natural fear of death begins to inhibit both combatants, and the one who submits to this fear and surrenders becomes a slave to the other, more heroic, combatant, and thus the relationship of master and slave is born.

This desire for recognition, or what Hegel called “the thymotic urge,” is central to all human undertakings. Each of us requires some form of external recognition in order to substantiate our worthiness and existence. Loving oneself is never enough. We all desire the appreciation and corroboration of others. We require our peers to cherish our contribution to their lives. But men and women have traditionally gone about achieving this desire in radically different ways. For men, the love of a woman and the adoration of their children, contributing humbly to one’s community, and having the respect of a small circle of friends have never been enough. Men have always desired to be princes, knights, and captains of industry. Women, too, have desired to be princesses, but this usually meant finding a Prince Charming rather than having dominion over a state. Women have never indulged their competitive instincts as much as men and have placed far more emphasis on the importance of love and relationships. For women, being “somebody” was generally defined as being in a series of concentric, loving, and wholesome relationships. Significance was bestowed through “being” rather than “doing.”

The Jewish mystics explain that the six days of the week represent the masculine-aggressive dimension in creation. They are the time for work, success, and development, when everything is governed by considerations of human utility. Conversely, the Sabbath day, which has always been described by the ancient Rabbis in feminine terms—the Sabbath Queen, the Sabbath Bride—is a time for rest, nurture, study, tranquility, and holiness. The six days of the week engage us, but the Sabbath mothers us. The days of the week belong to the office, but the Sabbath belongs to marriage and the family. The days of the week are about man’s mastery over the elements, but the Sabbath is about man’s mastery over himself. What the Jews gave the world was the idea that the Sabbath was holier and higher than the days of the week. The feminine-passive, our nurturing and mothering instinct, is superior to our predilection to domination and victory. When Isaiah and Jeremiah promised an era of eternal harmony and peace, a time when nations would beat their swords into plowshares and no father would again instruct his child in the art of war, they asserted the predominance of the feminine-passive dimension of humankind over the masculine. Indeed, women are responsible for only 3 percent of violent crime in our society, are twice as likely to attend synagogue or church, and are three times more faithful than their husbands in marriage.

Five hundred years ago, well before any assertion of women’s rights, Rabbi Isaac Luria, the most outstanding Jewish Kabbalist of all time, wrote that the Messiah would not come until husbands began to obey their wives. He was referring to the need for men to undo the damage of the sin of the golden calf—when women admonished their husbands for their faithlessness in forgetting the God who had just redeemed them from Egypt. But he also meant that men would have to learn that their competitive instincts and win-lose philosophy, born of a scarcity mentality, would have to bend to the maternal, harmonious instinct of win-win, in which the earth’s inhabitants support one another in an era of infinite abundance and everlasting peace. Judaism championed the nurturing, as opposed to the competitive, spirit within us.

It is clear that in many families the father feels it his primary duty to discipline his children, whereas the mother sees her primary duty as cherishing and nourishing her children. According to Judaism, though there is a need for discipline, that need is transitory, whereas the need for nurturance and love is eternal. Children who are not sufficiently disciplined may still make valuable contributions to the world around them, but those who have not been loved will have life-long and debilitating insecurities.

The Jewish people are the midwives of the world, playing the soft woman to the harsh masculine posture of the other nations. It is not a role we are ashamed of. We have never cultivated the masculine tendencies of other nations. One might even go further and suggest that the Jews are the battered wife of the Gentile nations. The Jews have forever suffered persecution and torment at the hands of their Gentile brethren but have still refused to embody their aggressive ethos. We see this posture being adopted even by the State of Israel, which, had it practiced the oppressive and tyrannical policies of most of its nondemocratic Arab neighbors, might have brutally suppressed all the Palestinian uprisings that have threatened its stability with harsh finality.

Until recently the Jews were a poor, scholarly people who spent their lives praying to their God, learning His laws, and raising children whose first love would be Godliness and ethics. To be sure, we have paid a heavy price. As people who have been nagging others to recognize God and pursue peace, we have had more than our share of slaughter and murder. Like a woman bereft of defenses, our vulnerability has been exploited by others. But now others are following our example and attempting to be more feminine and compassionate themselves. The contemporary result of the projection of this ancient Jewish light into history is that heroism and bravery are no longer defined on the battlefield. Today, heroism is found in passively conquering our inner predilection toward wickedness, and bravery is found in acts of charity and kindness to the stranger, the orphan, and the widow.

No general today is equal to a winner of the Nobel Peace Prize. In the United States a man who eschewed the military, avoided the draft, and even publicly protested against his own country’s involvement in a foreign war was elected president. One of the most respected recent political figures, Nelson Mandela, would have been dismissed as a weakling just two generations ago. Rather than calling for armed insurrection and wholesale slaughter of the ruling white majority in South Africa, he advocated a policy of peaceful noncooperation and resistance. Later, when he assumed power in South Africa, he pursued a policy of reconciliation and healing with the white minority. The same is true of the esteemed twentieth-century figures, the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., and Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi. Like a fiery Old Testament prophet, King changed the world as we know it through the power of the spoken word. He had no armies or tanks when he dismantled the iron wall of segregationist oppression. And Gandhi brought the world’s greatest colonial power to its knees through the peaceful spirit of nonviolent protest. That these figures could be so much more revered today than the seemingly gallant terrorists who sacrifice their lives in order to bring about political ends, such as the demonic warriors responsible for the outrages of September 11, points to the triumph of the feminine-passive values of Judaism over the masculine-aggressive values of the ancient world. Indeed, aspiring conquerors, the likes of Saddam Hussein or Osama bin Laden, are today seen as contemptuous thugs, so great has the change in established thinking become. Men who revel in their feminine energy—who are peaceful, nonconfrontational, charitable, domesticated, and loving—are respected far more than the alpha males of old who used bullying, fear, and intimidation to achieve their aims. To be sure, it has taken well over two thousand years, but the triumph of Jewish over pagan values has finally been achieved.

Judaism taught us to live for Shabbat, our “bride” and queen, rather than for the masculine “days of the week,” in which a man is important because of the car he drives or the titles he has earned. Even in  business today, the established thinking goes that corporate titans must always think “win-win” rather than “win-lose,” as Stephen Covey so forcefully argued in his best-seller The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. The idea of seeing one’s competitor as kin and ensuring that he also benefit from a deal is a total reversal from the cutthroat commercial practices of just a generation ago, wherein putting the competition out of business was as important as winning new customers.

This embracing of feminine-passive values is also evident in the Jewish passion for study and cerebral pursuits. Jews have traditionally been known as the people of the book, and indeed, the most famous Jews of history, such as Moses and Maimonides, have nearly all been Rabbis and teachers rather than rulers and conquerors. A teacher is a facilitator, someone who shines his light upon someone else rather than reveling and basking in the spotlight himself. He is a nurturer rather than a celebrity.
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