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Both the tablets and the shattered tablets
were laid in the Ark.

—BABYLONIAN TALMUD, MENAHOT 99A



THE TEN
COMMANDMENTS

(EXODUS 20:2–14)

1.

I am the Lord your God who took you out of Egypt, from the house of slaves.

2.

You shall have no other gods besides me. You shall not make for yourself a carved idol, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth below, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them, nor serve them. For I the Lord your God am a jealous god, punishing the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generations of those that hate me, but showing mercy to thousands of generations of those that love me, and keep my commandments.

3.

You shall not invoke the name of the Lord your God in vain. For the Lord shall not hold blameless one who invokes his name in vain.

4.

Remember the Sabbath day, to sanctify it. Six days you shall labor, and complete all your work. But the seventh will be a Sabbath for the Lord your God. You shall do no work: Neither you, nor your son or your daughter, your man-servant or your maid-servant, your beasts or your stranger in your gates. For in six days the Lord made the heavens, the earth, and the sea, and all that is in them, and he rested on the seventh day. For this reason did the Lord bless the seventh day and sanctify it.

5.

Honor your father and your mother, that you may lengthen your days on the land which the Lord your God has given you.

6.

You shall not murder.

7.

You shall not commit adultery.

8.

You shall not steal.

9.

You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

10.

You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, nor his man-servant or his maid-servant, his ox or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor’s.



INTRODUCTION
Can You Name All Ten?

This book is the product not only of years of exploration of the Bible and the ancient rabbinic teachings, but also of my own failures, triumphs, and lessons learned. Like many of us, I have struggled with a career and the unique pressures of modern life; have loved and failed at love; have endured a complicated childhood and raised children of my own; have lived as both a devoutly religious man and a complete secularist; have struggled to deepen myself spiritually, intellectually, and culturally; have seen war and terrorism and social decay from fairly close up; and have broken one or another of the Ten Commandments too many times. My life has been interesting but far from perfect. I do not presume to preach.

The purpose of this book is not to tell you about all the riches and goodness that come from abandoning our worldly concerns and embracing the Ten Commandments as a simple, divine answer to everything. It is, rather, to share with you my own thoughts about the Hebrew Bible, or Old Testament, and the sense that it has been deeply misunderstood in our world.

My main claim is that the Old Testament’s centerpiece, the Ten Commandments, is neither an archaic remnant of a dead past nor an arbitrary set of laws handed down to a hundred generations of hungry supplicants and rebellious fools. The commandments represent, rather, a whole attitude to life, one that recognizes both the weaknesses and the unfathomable potential of humanity—a worldview that has largely been forgotten but has a great deal to offer every one of us today.

I do believe that the Ten Commandments are a blueprint for a good society, and that a proper understanding of what they were originally meant to communicate can lead all of us, regardless of our faith, to a much better place. But to assert this at the outset is probably saying too much, too soon.

Every few years, the Ten Commandments become a major topic of discussion in the Western world. In America, the most public battleground has been the Supreme Court, which has ruled in a series of cases involving the placement of the Ten Commandments in public displays on government grounds. In one case in 2005, they were put on display, alongside eight classic legal works, at courthouses in two Kentucky counties, where they were meant to represent the state’s “precedent legal code.” In a five-to-four decision, the Court ruled that the display violated the First Amendment’s ban on “an establishment of religion” and had to be removed. On the same day, the court ruled on a similar case in Texas—again five-to-four, but this time to permit a six-foot-high statue showing the Ten Commandments on the grounds of the Texas State Capitol.1

Though the cases were just different enough in the details to allow the Court to come down on different sides, it was clear that on fundamentals, the justices divided into two roughly even camps—one allowing the display of the Ten Commandments in government institutions, one against.

What were they arguing about? The debate, it turns out, was not about whether the Ten Commandments were a religious text—everyone agreed they were—but whether the kind of religion their display was meant to promote was allowed by law. In his opposition to the Texas display, Justice David Souter pointed to what he saw as the “simple realities that the Ten Commandments constitute a religious statement, that their message is inherently religious, and that the purpose of singling them out in a display is clearly the same.”2

At the other end was Justice Antonin Scalia, who wrote the dissent in the Kentucky case. In his view, the problem is not that Souter and the other justices misunderstand the Ten Commandments, but that they misunderstand America. To Scalia, America is not like the secular republics of modern-day Europe, where “religion is to be strictly excluded from the public forum.” From its founding, American government has actively, officially promoted religion in its broadest sense. The inclusion of “In God We Trust” on the coins, “one nation under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance, and “so help me God” at the end of the witness oath in court—all these are consistent with the basic values of a nation that since its birth has believed, with George Washington, that “reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.”3 What is forbidden, in Scalia’s view, is not promoting religion but “establishing” it—that is, creating an official religion that excludes people of other faiths from taking part in American civic life. But to promote a nonspecific, Judeo-Christian faith—this, Scalia argues, is essential to the American experience.

What is especially troubling about this debate is how little attention both sides paid to the Ten Commandments’ actual contents. They are assumed to be familiar to everyone. What do these commandments have to do with one another? Why these ten and not others? What role were these ten principles originally meant to play, both in religious faith and in public law? How does this particular religious symbol differ from other symbols such as the crucifix, the Star of David, or the crescent? Questions like these were of little interest to the justices of the Court.

How strange: to rule on the meaning of a text without really reading it. Yet the Court’s attitude reflects a much wider problem, an enormous gap between how most of us see the Ten Commandments as a symbol, and our familiarity with them as actual teaching. According to one poll, 79 percent of Americans oppose removing the Ten Commandments from public displays (including 60 percent who “strongly oppose” it), whereas 18 percent favor it; but according to another poll, only 40 percent can name more than four of them.4 We have strong opinions about what we think the Ten Commandments symbolize, but we are surprisingly ignorant of their contents. We know what the Ten Commandments look like but not what they say.

This preference for symbolism over content is especially striking in the context of the broader Western political debate. There is, after all, a great battle under way. Its trenches are the raging, intractable conflicts over abortion, same-sex marriage, euthanasia, pornography, capital punishment, stem-cell research, and profanity in music and film. In the thick of such a struggle, it is inordinately difficult to ask people to take something that looks like yet another front—the Ten Commandments, the textual core of the revelation in the Old Testament—and to think about it independently, to review its merits without the din of the culture wars skewing our judgment. For most people, the Ten Commandments represent not just an expression of old-time religion, but the expression of it. They begin, after all, with what looks like a big theological claim (“I am the Lord your God . . .”) and go on to make a set of demands, some of which, like the ones about murder and theft, are not just good principles but ought to be laws of every land, while others, like the ban on carving idols or committing adultery, are today often seen as largely a matter of personal choice outside the realm of public law.

For this reason, many have come to see the Ten Commandments as a kind of banner for the forces of darkness in our social battles: They represent an imposition of religion, an archaic archipelago of assertions that do not always fall in line with today’s world, and cannot be placed on the lawn of a federal courthouse without undermining the ideals of reason, free discourse, and the secularism of the public square on which Western democracy stands. And because these commandments are often invoked in order to justify the imposition of theocratic norms, it is argued, their placement at the seat of justice represents a dangerous encroachment on everything we have achieved in the modern world.

Others take the opposite position, of course. To them, it is precisely their religious resonance that gives the Ten Commandments such an important role. They are, in the eyes of many, the perfect symbol of everything good that has been threatened by the advent of secularism, of sexual “liberation,” of the widespread degradation in the moral norms of our world—community, decency, the church. It is precisely because of the religious values symbolized by the Ten Commandments, it is argued, that they belong in front of a court of law, as one place where the most important truths about man and God are allowed to reside.

In light of all this, many readers will be troubled by the improbable claim on which this book rests: that despite their heavy public association with religion, and despite the fact that they originally appear within a religious context and are treated as sacred by a great many religious people, the Ten Commandments are not really a “religious” text at all—at least not the way we normally use the term. While the Ten Commandments may serve to deepen and enrich our faith, we do not need faith to think about them, understand them, or accept their teachings as true. They are not a mystical text, describing orders of reality inaccessible to our minds without the first step of belief. Nor are they really a work of theology, which is about understanding who or what God is. Nor are they an expression of love or longing for the Divine, as we find in Psalms and some of the prophetic works. Nor are they about prayer or ritual worship. Although they do make statements about God—that he took the Israelites out of Egypt, that he is a “jealous God”—these are a small part of the text, and, as we shall see, do more than anything else to highlight just how much more the Ten Commandments are really talking about us than him, about man’s role and purpose in the world rather than who God is or how we ought to relate to him.*

They are, rather, a set of extremely concise statements about the best way to build a good, upright society. They are presented in the Bible as the God-given constitutional core of the Israelite nation, a nation created to serve as an example for mankind. The Ten Commandments are therefore best understood not as a symbol of ancient laws about God and religion, but as a capsule containing profound ideas about human life, ideas that are not always “liberal” or “conservative” but are in fact very deeply Western, ideas that many of us have never fully understood or even imagined to be contained in them, or in ourselves.

Read as a teaching, the Ten Commandments may have a great deal to offer to both sides of the political and social divide, and may serve to unify rather than to polarize. But if this is the case, then anyone who wants to understand the foundations on which our lives are or could be built, who takes seriously the most profound difficulties afflicting Western life today, who understands that somehow we lack the most important tools to fix what is broken and to improve what works—in short, anyone who still believes that it is possible to make our world into a great one—ought to give the Ten Commandments serious attention and to see whether they constitute a profound, enduring source of wisdom for all mankind.

The Ten Commandments have traveled through the ages, at times on carved representations of ecclesiastical art, or in an epic film, or on the lawn in front of a courthouse, or sometimes just deep in our imaginations, as we envision the biblical stories taught us in childhood. They have survived the turmoil of history for thousands of years—but mostly as a symbol, an indicator of a whole world of meaning that we presume to be, or to have once been, very important. But what do they really mean?

This book offers a theory as to what the Ten Commandments mean. They represent, I suggest, a certain kind of democratic spirit, one that continues to function at the deepest level of our lives but has largely been ignored or forgotten. For our Western world is driven by two different, often complementary, spirits. There is, first, the spirit of reason, which promotes rational decision making, dispassionate analysis, creative expression, and open speech, leading us to arrive at good answers in our public and private lives. We have inherited this from the Greeks, by way of the Enlightenment, and it has served us well, helping forge the greatest deliberative discourse and the most technologically advanced society in human history.

But there is a second democratic spirit as well. We may call it the spirit of redemption. This spirit, inherited from the ancient Israelites by way of British and early American thought, has given democratic peoples the belief that every individual can change the world for the better, can take action against apathy, ineptitude, and corruption in order to improve his lot and that of his loved ones, and can combine with other individuals to create communities—not just communities of faith but communities dedicated to making things better, communities of action. The spirit of redemption, grounded in the Ten Commandments and expressed throughout the prophetic teachings, calls on us to be dissatisfied with our world, to be vigilant and, when necessary, to do battle against those who aim to harm it, from within or without. It is the idea not only that can good triumph over evil, but that every person has the ability, and therefore the obligation, to take up the struggle.

This democratic ideal—of society as a place not just for rational thought but also for redemptive action—is under constant assault today. We see it, for example, in the low voter turnout for elections throughout much of the democratic world, reflecting a large minority of Westerners who believe either that they cannot change what is wrong, or that changing what’s wrong is not so important. We see it in the obsession among many leading scholars to “debunk myths” about our classical heroes—showing that the people we once thought to be exemplars of world-improving action were in fact anything but—without offering new heroes to replace them. We see it in the fashionable, postmodern impulse that replaces liberal tolerance with relativism: By saying that we have “no right to judge” whether the actions of others are good or evil, we undermine the possibility of redemptive action by attacking the whole idea of right and wrong. We see it in the popularity of spiritual teachings that advocate the individual’s disassociation from the things of this earth, such that the will to redemptive action is stunted or rendered inoperable. And we see it whenever we feel that sense of public impotence—when elected officials declare our cities to be “ungovernable” because of runaway crime, when genocide continues as world leaders wring their hands, when prominent thinkers decry Western democracy as morally indistinguishable from totalitarianism, when international bodies dedicated to preventing human rights abuses are taken over by the abusers themselves.

This assault has put the spirit of redemption on the defensive. It is being waged on multiple fronts, and it is often the product of the best minds that American and European universities have produced. Although its forms are often intellectualized—reflecting a rich philosophical effort that has spanned the better part of the last century—what unites these attacks is no less a thing of the heart than of the mind. It reflects a different kind of inner sense of how a person ought to feel about himself, his community, and his world: through detachment rather than passionate concern, through an assumption of impotence rather than strength.

In many cases, I fear, it might also imply a certain kind of laziness, a constant, ever-reproducing, and ever-rationalizing search for a way out of the most painful parts of redemptive action: whether it is because of the difficulty in knowing right from wrong in a complex world, or because of the direct contact with the mundane and often repugnant details that all effective action requires, or because of the so-called violence that all real action, it is claimed, entails. What unites these different streams is the sense that on some deeper level, redemptive action is itself a myth, that we no longer really have to take responsibility for what happens around us. Either because we shouldn’t, or because we can’t.

Creating a redemptive society, in other words, requires far more than education of the mind. It requires education of the spirit. It means instilling in our children a profound inner self-confidence, a psychological health, that recognizes that each of us can be a force for good. It means creating societal frameworks, from family to community to government, that encourage and nurture the redemptive spirit. It means building up exemplary individuals, heroes to inspire the redemptive spirit in each and every one of us. And it means fostering a sense of responsibility toward those around us—our families, our communities, our nations.

Where does this spirit come from, and what can we do to breathe new life into it? Its origins, I have suggested, are not so much in the cautious thinkers of ancient Greece as in the bold actors of ancient Israel. Whereas the earlier Greek mythmakers, of course, also offered a range of dynamic, exciting heroes, only in Israel were such heroes measured by a single God—that is, against a single standard of right and wrong. In the Bible, God himself is, of course, presented as the supreme example of the redemptive spirit, willing a good universe into existence, rescuing the Israelites from oppression at the hands of Pharaoh, showing anger at evil and rewarding the good. And it is this God we are called on to emulate: The Old Testament, throughout its length and breadth, is the story of the successes and failures of one people trying to live up to the redemptive ideal. The kings of Israel are judged according to this standard, and the prophets are the most eloquent advocates for it the world has known.

At the heart of the Hebrew Bible lies the story of the revelation at Mount Sinai in the book of Exodus, when God reveals himself to the Israelites soon after they escape the slavery of Egypt and are on their way to the Promised Land. Led by Moses deep into a forbidding desert, the Israelites are a harried and traumatized lot who probably never would have embarked on such a journey if it were not for the stunning display of divine miracles that keep them in line. Raised as slaves for generations, the greatest miracle of all was not so much the frogs and boils and blood and darkness that they saw God lay on the Egyptians, or the splitting of the Red Sea and the pillars of smoke and fire to lead their way, as the titanic psychological achievement of getting an entire slave nation—six hundred thousand men plus women and children, according to the Bible—to leave Egypt at all.

Two months into their odyssey, racked by hunger and thirst and doubt and bouts of yearning for their enslaved past, the Israelites arrive at the very mountain where Moses had first heard the words of God years earlier during his exile from Egypt. After three days of preparation and purification, they encounter God’s very presence, accompanied by a terrifying display of thunder and fire and noise. The experience is so intense that the people, fearing their own deaths in the blast furnace of the Divine, tell Moses to climb the mountain on his own and receive the contents of the revelation on their behalf.

Forty days later, Moses makes his way back down. Having left him for dead, the Israelites have already begun to re-create, by means of a great Golden Calf, the gilded gods they knew back home. Moses now carries in his hands two great tablets of stone, on which God has carved what the Hebrew text calls aseret hadevarim—the “Ten Utterances,” which through the King James Bible became known in English as the Ten Commandments. These ten statements constitute the core of everything, the essence of the covenant between God and Israel. Indeed, they are so central to the covenant that the text calls them “the Utterances of the Covenant, the Ten Utterances”; the stone tablets are called the “Tablets of the Covenant”; and the ark in which the tablets are later placed is called the “Ark of the Covenant.”5 The Ten Commandments are meant to be the singular symbol of the bond between humanity and the Divine.

Enraged by what he sees before him, the saturnalia of the Golden Calf, the drunken cries of This is your God, O Israel, that brought you up out of Egypt!, and faced with the betrayal of everything he has suffered and fought for, Moses cannot contain his anger. He hurls the Tablets of the Covenant at the revelers, shattering them, and then enlists his fellow members of the tribe of Levi to restore order with the sword, grinding the calf into powder and pouring it into the river, making the Israelites drink the admixture as a symbolic act of their rejection, once and for all, of the divinity of man-made things.

This is surprising enough; what happens next, however, is even more so. We might have expected our Old Testament God to rebuke Moses for smashing the words that God carved and throwing them at God’s chosen. But instead, he just says to Moses:

Carve yourself two tablets of stone, like the first ones . . . that you shattered. (Exodus 34:1)6

The rabbis of the Talmud would later interpret these words as an endorsement: You were right to shatter them! Moses was right to judge his people unworthy of the Covenant, and to take decisive action to put them back on track.7 At the same time, having done this, it is now Moses’ job to carve a new set, to try again, even in a situation where most people would have abandoned hope and headed back for Egypt, or left the people to die in the desert. Moses goes back up the mountain for another forty days, returns with new tablets, and the people repent.

How are we to understand these twists of plot in Exodus, both the smashing of the tablets and the creation of new ones? We intuit them to be of more than anecdotal value: There seems to be something crucial about Moses’ spontaneous, righteous intervention in the delivery of the Ten Commandments. Is there something in this story that is intimately connected with the purpose of the Ten Commandments themselves?

Both by smashing the tablets and carving new ones, Moses remedies an immediate evil that threatens the entire success of the exodus from Egypt, the divine revelation, and the journey to the Promised Land. The Children of Israel have slid back to their old idolatrous ways—the mental habits of slaves. Moses has to intervene, decisively. Even God’s own miracles are no longer enough. In breaking the tablets, Moses is not merely addressing a crisis through high drama. He is carrying out, not in words but in stunning action, the very redemptive spirit that the tablets embody.

How so? To begin with, there is something inherently problematic about the whole God-man relationship implied in the Bible. Seen from a certain perspective, the revelation of the Divine is so overwhelming, so consuming, that it becomes difficult to imagine us mere mortals ever again standing up and doing anything for ourselves. After all, once the Creator of the Universe, all-knowing, all-truth, all-righteousness, is revealed before man in a blast of fire and sound, are we not all of us revealed to be but dust and ashes before the Absolute?

Indeed, in much of the ancient world, this was precisely how mankind was seen. Classical Judaism and Christianity both asserted at times the meaninglessness of human endeavor in the face of God’s enormity—as when Ecclesiastes declares, “Vanity of vanities—all is vanity!” (Ecclesiastes 1:2); or when Jesus claims that “my kingdom is not of this world”; or when the traditional Jew supplicates before God on the fast of Yom Kippur:

What are we? What is our life? What is our kindness? What is our righteousness? What is our salvation? What is our strength? What is our might? What can we say before you, Lord our God and God of our forefathers? Are not all the heroes as naught before you, the renowned as though they never were, the wise as though devoid of wisdom, and the insightful as though devoid of insight? For their many deeds are nothing, the days of their lives vanity before you. Man is not more than a beast, for all is vanity.8

Yet the belief in the utter worthlessness of human action—that ours is an incurable realm of falsehood, filth, stupidity, and sin, and that man is impotent in the presence of a controlling God—does not seem to jibe with the story of the Ten Commandments. On the contrary: An intense struggle between right and wrong is taking place before our eyes, where the meaningfulness of human action and worldly results is taken for granted. God can do a great deal with his mighty hand and his outstretched arm, but only when individuals take responsibility for events and act decisively can real human crises find their resolution.

In smashing the tablets, Moses is teaching us at least as much as God is. Without redemptive action, humanity cannot be delivered from its own vices.

Such action may have different kinds of moods or emotions associated with it. Sometimes it requires tablet-smashing fury against wrongful deeds, the kind of intensity we associate with a judge issuing a harsh sentence to a violent criminal, or with the military defeat of a tyrannical enemy. At other times it requires the cool, constructive determination of starting over, of carving a second set of tablets in infinite patience with the challenge at hand. Indeed, the rabbinic sages asserted that the second set of tablets was in fact superior to the first: Because the first set were purely the work of God, they were in some way inadequate to the challenge of teaching real people. Only the second set, carved out by Moses himself, contained a sufficient degree of human intervention to be an effective answer to the sins of mankind.9

What changed Israel’s mind about Moses, we learn, was not the words of God so much as the deeds of the man: smashing the tablets, punishing the evildoers, and carving out new tablets of stone.

We see, then, how the story of the Ten Commandments’ delivery to mankind contains some of the central elements of what I am calling the spirit of redemption. But what about the commandments themselves? In the chapters that follow, I examine how each of them, in a different way and relating to a different part of life, embodies the same spirit. For this reason, each chapter is to be read carefully, taking the time to think about the ideas it contains, to struggle and argue with them, to ask whether and how they can become a part of our lives.

This approach can be difficult. Often, when encountering the central texts of Christianity or Judaism, we abandon our ordinary tools of reading and thinking about what we’ve read, whether out of awe, skepticism, revulsion, or fear. In what follows, I ask that we suspend our ingrained interpretive prejudices and give the Ten Commandments a good, close read—perhaps for the first time.

This cuts in two ways. Reading the Ten Commandments with fresh eyes requires overcoming the instinct, common among many agnostics and atheists and some religious people as well, to dismiss the text as archaic rather than foundational, as symbolic of the kind of God-on-the-mountain revelatory symphony that we thankfully left behind long ago, along with the establishment of religion and the political authority of religious leaders. But it also means resisting the opposite instinct, common among many religious people, which suggests that because the text is believed to be the Word of God, we cannot really study, question, challenge, or understand it on our own terms. Both instincts are problematic in our attempt to learn important truths from the Ten Commandments, for in both cases we are led away from applying our creative thinking to what is in fact a difficult text. We assume either that we already know what it means, or that we cannot. But there is a world of meaning in the Ten Commandments, an ocean of intention locked in its few verses.

To this end, the book uses three methodological assumptions that have not generally been employed in understanding the Ten Commandments.

The first has to do with why these particular ten statements make up the text. The simple reading of the passage in Exodus suggests that this is meant to be the most important text ever given to man. These stone tablets were so important that they were to be carried in the Ark of the Covenant through the desert, the ark that would later be placed in the Holy of Holies, the most sacred place in the Temple in Jerusalem. The centerpiece of the Israelite faith is a text, containing a set of ideas intended to be the foundation of Israelite civilization and, ultimately, of human civilization as a whole.

Yet if the Ten Commandments are meant to be a blueprint for society, then it follows that each commandment should be read with this in mind. When we look at “You shall not make for yourself a carved idol” or “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house,” these are clearly meant to be read not simply as specific, technical prohibitions but also expansively and imaginatively, as signifying broader ideas. I look at each commandment as a kind of paradigm for something bigger, a more general statement about right and wrong.

It seems clear, for example, that “You shall not steal” can be seen as a prohibition against taking things that are not ours, and also as a larger statement about the importance of respecting and valuing property. This is pretty straightforward—until we discover that according to an ancient rabbinic tradition, the commandment was taken to refer not to ordinary stealing but to the kidnapping of human beings. This unintuitive reading could shed light on a deeper principle, one that finds in the Ten Commandments the origin not simply of our ideas about property, but of liberty itself—and of the connection between the two.

This kind of elaboration of the Ten Commandments may be very helpful in our day, when oppressive regimes routinely flout the individual’s property and freedom. I will argue, however, that all ten of the commandments similarly represent broader, foundational principles of enduring relevance. Every commandment represents a whole world of value, an awakening of the redemptive spirit in its own area of life.

The second point has to do with the debate over the historical origins of the text. I sidestep the whole question of how and when the Ten Commandments came into our possession, and who wrote them. Again, some readers will find this difficult. If the text was given by God on the mountaintop, some will argue, its authority is divine and therefore overrides all consideration of whatever we mortals might think it means; instead we should be thinking only about how to apply its laws. If, on the other hand, its origin is human, it is not in itself an obligatory text and should be treated, at best, like an ancient philosophical work, akin to Plato or Confucius, or at worst, like an ancient legal work, akin to the Pharaonic or Babylonian codes.

My project, however, is at heart more philosophical than theological or historical. What is known about the text’s history is enough to convince me that it warrants serious attention regardless of how it came into our hands. We know, with a great measure of certainty, that by the end of the first millennium B.C.E.—what Christians see as the time of Jesus and Jews see as the end of the Second Temple period before the great exile—the Ten Commandments were understood by the Jews as the core not only of faith but of moral wisdom as well. At the time of Jesus, they were recited daily as a centerpiece of the Jewish worship service in the Temple in Jerusalem.10 Throughout the ages, they continued to be a major symbol for Jews and Christians alike, a symbol of righteousness distilled into a few short lines etched in stone. If the text is divine, this does not absolve us of the duty to understand it carefully, creatively, critically. If it is man-made, its status through the millennia is alone enough to impel us to try to understand how, why, or whether the Ten Commandments are important to us, and why they were so central to the thinking of our forebears. My claim is that they are indeed of great importance, that they are worthy of revival in the hearts and minds of Western people—and thus the burden is on me to show it, regardless of whether they reveal the hand of God, man, or a combination of the two.

The third and final point has to do with the traditions I draw on to illustrate these principles. Although any number of traditions have made their way into this book, I pay special attention to the Ten Commandments’ context as part of the Old Testament as a whole, and to the ancient Jewish interpretations that followed.

There are a number of reasons for this. First, I think that if we are to shake ourselves loose of the awe or skepticism that tends to prevent an open reading of the biblical text, it is helpful to look at the Ten Commandments independently from their Christian interpretations. The commandments predate the rise of Christianity, perhaps by a thousand years, and have sat at the core of all the great monotheistic faiths that today claim the commitment of a large portion of the human race. The Jewish tradition—especially midrash, or rabbinic allegory—is a sea of philosophical commentary on the biblical texts, one that is most helpful precisely where creative interpretation is needed. Understanding the Ten Commandments requires a good deal of creative interpretation, and an excellent way to get us thinking is by introducing ourselves to a very different tradition of biblical interpretation.

The rabbinic tradition is worthy of special attention for another reason. Classical Christianity focused its teachings on, more than anything else, the moral and religious life of the individual. The Jewish teachings, broadly speaking, added a dimension we may call political. According to tradition, the Israelites who emerged from the revelation at Mount Sinai were not just a faith community but a political one as well, destined to reconquer their ancestral homeland at the hands of Joshua, to establish a monarchy there under David and Solomon, and to live for half a millennium under their own sovereign rule before facing destruction at the hands of the Assyrians and Babylonians. It was during this long period of national rise and decline—stretching from around 1200 to 586 B.C.E.—that the great majority of the Bible was composed. When, late in the sixth century B.C.E., a group of Judeans returned to the land under the leadership of Ezra and Nehemiah, they founded not just a spiritual community, with its priests and scholars and a new Temple, but also a political one, a second commonwealth, including kings and soldiers and legislators. It was during this period that the Ten Commandments were interpreted and placed at the center of the Temple service.

By the time the second Jewish commonwealth was destroyed by the Romans in 70 C.E., sending the Jewish people into many centuries of exile, the basic foundations of what would be called “Judaism,” or the rabbinic tradition, had been laid. Much of Judaism owes itself to a national, sovereign tradition that grew and developed over a thousand years before the Jewish communities took the exilic form they would retain for two thousand more. While the classic texts of rabbinic literature, the Mishna and Talmud, were composed several centuries after the exile had begun, they reflected the profoundly political nature that characterized the origins of their people: They dealt not only with virtue and the challenges of remaining morally and spiritually upright but also with law and society, economics and war, and much of what we call public affairs—how cultures, nations, and civilizations may survive and thrive.

So when Jewish tradition came to speak of the Ten Commandments, beginning in the Hebrew Bible and through the ages, it looked at them not just as a basis for righteousness but also as the cornerstone of a good society. Looking at the Ten Commandments in this way can give them new meaning for Western life today. For while their origin lies in what can be called a religious tradition, their meaning extends far beyond the most obvious religious categories—Catholic or Protestant, Jewish or Christian or Muslim, religious or secular, conservative or liberal. The Ten Commandments should be looked at as an engine that continues to drive the West at its deepest levels, a key to understanding who all of us are, and why we have acquired many of our most basic beliefs about society, nationhood, and our place in this world.

At the same time, I do not ignore the powerful messages that really are directed at each of us as individuals—as spiritual, moral, and rational beings. Indeed, a close reading of these principles reveals how difficult it is to separate public and private at all. In a democratic society, there always has to be some distinction made: The essence of liberty is the affirmation of every person’s right to think, believe, and behave differently from everybody else. At the same time, however, the “public” is made of individuals and ultimately will come to reflect their innermost longings, beliefs, perceptions, and habits. One cannot promote truthfulness in public life, for example, if we as individuals are not personally sensitive to truth and falsehood in our own lives. This applies on some level to all regimes; it is triply true in a democracy, where leaders are replaced when they fail to speak to people’s ideals.

It is for this reason that the Ten Commandments are written no more for princes and presidents than for every private person. In the original Hebrew grammar, each appears in the second-person singular: You, the individual, shall not murder or steal. Every one of its precepts goes straight to our hearts as thinking, acting, private people.

The ancient rabbis emphasized this point when they taught that when God revealed himself at Sinai, every Israelite was greeted by a ministering angel who put a crown on his head.11 The Ten Commandments are not merely revelation but also coronation—the establishment of every person as a responsible sovereign in his own world, who has the power to represent the moral vision on earth, but who as a result must take ultimate, cosmic responsibility for his own life, and for the values and morals that underlie each and every action he takes.

We can make a good society, but only if we insist on being good people, and if we raise our children to be good people as well. We know it is possible, because in some cases we have risen above the barbaric basin from which the West emerged—rampant murder and theft being examples where Western societies have worked hard to stamp them out and teach their wrongfulness. And yet beyond such exceptions, it is extremely hard for most people to cling to firm principles of right and wrong to the point of sacrificing for their sake and teaching their children to do the same.

Against the storm of rapidly shifting cultural winds, and the debilitating sense of impermanence that characterizes human life today, the Ten Commandments stand as a beacon of principle for each and every one of us. In a world that sometimes looks like it’s sailing into a hurricane, they are also a beacon of hope.

 

* I put pronouns referring to God in lowercase. This does not express an opinion about God’s divinity or dignity. Rather, it is in my mind a more truthful rendering of the Israelite tradition. The Hebrew language has no capitals, and I think the assertion that God is so distant and impersonal as to justify capitalizing “he” and “him” and “you” and “me” might have come as a surprise to the biblical authors.
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Redemption

I am the Lord your God who took you out of Egypt, from the house of slaves.

Imagine you are a ten-year-old child, living in Europe in the middle of the last century. Your father disappeared when you were a baby, sent off to war like so many fathers. All you know of him are stories you’ve heard from your brothers and sisters, or maybe a photo or two in an album. He is a stark presence in your childhood, sometimes painful and sometimes revered, but always missing.

But then the war reaches your own country. Enemy forces overrun your town, and your community is plunged into darkness and fear. You and your family are transferred to a prison camp where you suffer intense deprivations of hunger and cold and forced labor, every day and night for long months—just a child, enduring the horrors of war, dreaming of being saved.

And then one night, you are awakened by gunfire and confusion. Guards and prisoners fall dead, sirens blare, and quickly it turns out that partisan forces hiding in the nearby forest have engineered a daring escape from the camp. For weeks you are led through snowy woods, struggling with the elements but free from your captors, until finally you reach an encampment where you are given food, clothing, rest, and medical attention. On the third day, the rebel commander finally makes his appearance, a tall and imposing figure sporting a uniform and beret, inspiring both awe and fear. He takes your hand, looks you in the eye—and suddenly you recognize him. “I am your father,” he says. “I took you out of prison.”

This is something like what the Israelites must have felt when hearing the dramatic opening of the Ten Commandments. Born into unbearable slavery in Egypt, they had been taught all their lives that one day God would fulfill his promise to their father Abraham and lead them to freedom. Now a leader had appeared, Moses by name, claiming that God had sent him to take the Israelites out of slavery, but such an escape required the miraculous devastation of Egypt and an unfathomable journey into the wilderness of Sinai. The Israelites had followed, not because they knew what was coming (they didn’t), but because anything was better than where they had been. For three days now they had encamped at a mysterious mountain, watching in terror as storm clouds gathered and supernatural sounds and sights grew ever more intense. And yet none of this prepared them for the revelation of the First Commandment. God was here after all. He had a name. He had saved them.

Many of us have a hard time with God. Throughout our lives we hear contradictory messages about who or what he is and what he wants from us, and we’re forced to choose among countless teachings, theories, and accounts of him in order to define our own faith. He is, we are told, a pristine and perfect being, a loving father, a violent ruler, the Unmoved Mover, the entirety of everything, or even a dead relic, a fiction that has led countless people astray. He has been commercialized, dehumanized, metaphorized, turned into a philosophical proposition, an idea or hypothesis, an immoral mythological beast whose proper place is the same dustbin that holds Apollo and Thor. As religious people we have developed thousands of denominations, Jewish and Catholic and Protestant and Muslim streams, each with its own theology and practices. As secular people we have scrutinized God as either a literary character who changes drastically over the course of the Bible, or an amalgam of unconnected textual traditions with no coherent personality or meaning to him. If God is dead, as Nietzsche said, it is because we have beaten him to death by endless redefinition.

But beyond the problem of knowing who God is, we often carry emotional baggage that makes him hard to focus on. According to some of our traditions, the Almighty is so awesome as to render us mortals worthless and irreparably sinful, robbing us of any hope for existential self-confidence or a decent spiritual life.

When I was in fifth grade, I had an ex-marine for a teacher, a man who instilled fear and reverence in every child. In woodshop, he taught us to make household items the way they made them in the eighteenth century. The Colonial Spoon Rack—the words still make me shiver—consisted of two pieces of wood: a larger one as the backing of the rack, and a small, thin piece with holes in it where you put the spoons. It was this smaller piece that I kept failing at; I’d misalign the holes, or screw up the little slots you cut in the wood to make the spoons slide into them. This went on for days, and when I brought it to him on the third or fourth try, this giant of a man looked at my piece of wood in cool disdain, saw that one of the slots was a little crooked, and said, “Do it again.” It seems petty now, but at the time I felt like my world had collapsed, that while all the other kids somehow managed to finish the job and go play kickball, I would likely spend the rest of my days drilling holes, cutting slots, and failing.

Many of us have been taught to feel the same way when we hear the word “God”: infinitesimal and unworthy and condemned. To think about him seriously means either plunging into despair or rejecting him, feeling not inspiration but resentment for being reminded of our inadequacy.

All these issues make it hard enough to approach the First Commandment with a fresh eye and an open mind. Add to it the fact that this text appears in the thick of the Old Testament, a vast and complex ancient work to which we have little direct access (usually we read it through the eyes of later Jewish and Christian interpreters) and more than a little discomfort—especially with the description of God.

We want to find God as a perfect and sublime being, something pure and antithetical to us flawed mortals. But in the Old Testament we instead find a God who is exceedingly human. He is creative, impassioned, demanding, irascible, loving, vindictive, wrathful, deeply engaged in our world. He has high expectations for his greatest creation, man, and reacts in frustration, anger, and disappointment when they are not met. Adam and Eve eat the forbidden fruit, and God banishes them from Eden. Cain murders his brother Abel, so God exiles him from human society. A wretched world of thievery and slavery emerges, and he brings down a flood to destroy all and begin again. In Babel, the greatest nation on earth attempts to challenge their Creator with a tower to the heavens, and he disperses them and confounds their tongues. Sodom and Gomorrah, two particularly iniquitous cities, are reduced to brimstone. And so on.
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