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Introduction




  Recorded Jewish history extends at least from the time of King David three thousand years ago. From then to the present day, Jews have formed a tiny percentage of the

  world’s population, yet their influence has been incalculable. Nearly two thousand years ago, Judaism’s great daughter religion, Christianity, began. Later, the Jewish people were to be

  a significant influence on Muhammad. Meanwhile, the Jews continued to worship God in their own way: they developed their own laws, followed their own liturgy and maintained their own

  separateness.




  Through their scriptures, known to Christians as the Old Testament, Jews gave the world ethical monotheism. The scriptures give a particular vision of history; it starts with creation,

  incorporates individual and community destiny and will conclude with divine–human reconciliation. This scheme was, for centuries, fundamental to Western thinking. It was the Jews who equated

  God’s will with social justice and who insisted that divine law was the platform on which civilized human society must rest.




  Their contribution has not only been religious. Between CE 70 and 1948, the Jews had no country of their own, living among other nations and developing their own patterns

  of organization and government. All too often they were regarded as a strange, sinister minority by their host nations. Much of Jewish history involves persecution, exile, discrimination and

  martyrdom. Yet the Jewish community did much for their new countries, particularly in the economic sphere, establishing international trading links and helping organize rudimentary banking systems. In addition they fought in the armies and were known for their skill in medicine and crafts.




  Once the many civil disabilities from which they suffered were removed and they were permitted to benefit from mainstream education, many Jewish individuals became detached from their religious

  roots. A remarkable number of the leading thinkers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were of Jewish origin: the economist David Ricardo, the political theorist Karl Marx, the British

  politician Benjamin Disraeli, the revolutionary Leon Trotsky, the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, the physicist Albert Einstein, the sociologist Émile Durkheim, the psychiatrist Sigmund

  Freud, the linguist Noam Chomsky, the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, the literary critic Jacques Derrida and the film-maker Woody Allen, to name but a few. This group has helped to

  transform the way we look at the world. Not one of them was religious in the traditional sense, but all were deeply influenced by Jewish beliefs and attitudes.




  This book is an attempt to explain the Jewish religion as it is practised today. The first six chapters are concerned with theology. They discuss the nature of God, the role of the Jewish people

  in God’s creation, the divisions within Judaism, the place of the land of Israel in God’s scheme, the future hope and the relationship between Judaism and the other great religions of

  the world. The last seven chapters describe Jewish practice. They discuss Jewish worship, the festivals, the fast days, the ceremonies of childhood and youth, the ceremonies of adulthood, the laws

  of everyday living and the Jewish way of death and mourning.




  The work is intended as a companion volume to the authors’ A Short History of Judaism and A Short Reader in Judaism. As in these books, the abbreviations BC and AD have been replaced with the more widely accepted BCE (Before Common Era) and CE (Common Era). Biblical

  quotations are from the Revised Standard Version. The book ends with a short list of suggested books on the relevant topics. In addition, the reader is recommended to consult

  one of the excellent encyclopaedias of Judaism listed below:




   




  

    

      

        

          Encyclopaedia Judaica, Macmillan Reference USA, 2006.




          Louis Jacobs, The Jewish Religion: A Companion, Oxford, 1995.




          Geoffrey Wigoder, The New Standard Jewish Encyclopaedia, rev. edn; Jerusalem, 1992.




          The Encyclopaedia of Judaism, Jerusalem, 1989.
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  The nature of God




  Unity




  The primary belief of Judaism is that God is One. He is a single unity, undivided, indivisible and unique. The first prayer of the Jewish faith is a declaration of this

  conviction: ‘Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheynu, Adonai Ehad!’ (Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One!). This is recited several times during the synagogue daily services

  and traditionally it is said before going to bed at night and on rising in the morning. Every pious Jew hopes to be able to say it on his or her deathbed. It is the supreme truth, the crucial

  theological insight which the Jews have given to the world.




  Many verses in the Hebrew scriptures affirm the oneness of God. Through the prophet Isaiah, God declares, ‘I am the Lord and there is no other, besides Me there is no God’ (Isaiah

  45:5). In the book of Deuteronomy, supposedly given to Moses, God says, ‘See now that I, even I am He, and there is no God beside Me’ (32:39) and earlier in the same book He remarks,

  ‘To you it was shown that the Lord is God, there is no one other besides Him’ (4:35).




  In biblical times the battle was against paganism. The surrounding peoples believed in many gods, all of whom had different attributes and different spheres of interest. They were very much like

  glorified human beings. They desired each other; they gave birth; they feasted together; they quarrelled with each other; they had battles and they made new alliances. The Jewish God is not like

  that. Such verses as ‘Who is like Thee, O Lord, among the Gods? Who is like Thee, majestic in holiness, terrible in glorious deeds’ indicate His qualitative

  difference. Unlike the pagan gods who are merely the heroes of their particular area of competence, the Jewish God is the ultimate subject. He is the cause of everything that is, the source of all

  existence, the single perfect being.




  Today the challenge to the Jewish view of God comes not from paganism, but from atheism. To many people nowadays the heavens seem empty. Science seems to have provided an alternative model of

  the universe. It is not governed by a supreme being, but by the immutable laws of cause and effect. Apples fall to the ground because of the laws of gravity; human beings catch infectious diseases

  because they have been exposed to germs; thunderstorms are the result of conflicting pressures in the atmosphere. Like the other great religions of the world in the twentieth century, Judaism is

  under siege from scientific atheism. But for most of its long history, it flourished in a believing culture and atheism was not a realistic option.




  More of a threat came from dualism and trinitarianism. Dualism is the belief that there are not one but two ultimate powers in the universe, light and darkness, good and bad. This was the view

  of the Zoroastrians (today’s Parsees) and it is an attractive creed in that it solves the problem of how a good God tolerates evil in the world He has made. Nonetheless it was unequivocally

  rejected by the prophets. As Isaiah put it: ‘I form light and create darkness. I make weal and create woe. I am the Lord who do all these things’ (45:7). The trinitarianism of

  Christianity was also repudiated. Christians insist that they do believe in one God – He just happens to be manifest in three persons. Jews feel this is an equivocation and that the Christian

  creed is a rejection of the essential truth of God’s oneness.




  The belief in God’s unity is splendidly expressed in a poem of the eleventh-century philosopher Solomon ben Joseph ibn Gabirol:




   




  

    

      

        

          Thou art One, the beginning of all counting, the base of all construction,




          Thou art One, and in the mystery of Thy Oneness, the wise are astonished, for they know not what it is.




          Thou art One, and Thy Oneness neither diminishes nor increases, neither lacks nor exceeds.




          Thou art One, but not as the one that is counted or owned, for number and chance, nor attribute nor form, can reach Thee.1


        


      


    


  








  The names of God




  The Jewish God is not merely a philosophical concept, a final cause which explains the existence of the universe. He is a personal God – the true hero of the biblical

  stories and the guide and mentor of His Chosen People. As such He has a proper name. In the Hebrew scriptures that name is written as [image: ],

  since Hebrew script originally contained no vowels. God’s name was almost certainly pronounced in early times, but by the third century BCE the consonants were

  regarded as so sacred that they were never articulated. Instead, the convention was to read the letters as Adonai, which means ‘Lord’. Thus in English translations of the Hebrew

  text, [image: ] is never written as a proper name, but as ‘the Lord’.




  [image: ] is explained in the book of Exodus as ‘I AM WHO I AM’ and it is clearly derived from the old Hebrew verb [image: ] which means ‘to be’. The term ‘Jehovah’ was introduced by Christian scholars. It is merely [image: ] pronounced with the vowels of Adonai – thus making JeHoVaH. It is a hybrid and is not usually used by Jews. Over the course of time, even the title

  Adonai was regarded as too awesome to represent the four letters of God’s name and today most Orthodox Jews use Ha-Shem, which simply means ‘the Name’. Terms for God

  are treated with the greatest reverence. Among the strictly traditional, even English translations are perceived as too holy to write and today the custom is to inscribe G-d,

  the L-rd and even the Alm-ghty. This carefulness is explained and justified by the prohibition in the Ten Commandments: ‘You shall not take the name of [image: ] your God in vain; for [image: ] will not hold him guiltless who takes His name in vain’ (Exodus 20:7).




  In ancient times the term Adonai was not just used for God. It was a common mode of address to kings, slave-masters and even by wives to husbands. The ‘i’ at the end signifies

  ‘my’. And, in fact, Adona is a plural form so it literally means ‘my lords’. In many verses of scripture and in the liturgy, God is spoken of as [image: ] (pronounced Adonai) Eloheynu, which means ‘the Lord our God’.




  In the Bible, God has many other names. He is often described as Elohim, which simply means God. It is in fact, a plural form and is also, on occasions, used to refer to the pagan gods.

  When referring to the One Jewish God, the form Ha-Elohim (the God) is often employed. Various conjectures have been made as to why a plural noun should be used to designate the unity of the

  One God. It has been suggested that it is a final remnant of archaic polytheistic beliefs or even that it indicates the importance of the deity – as in the ‘royal we’. Most

  scholars, however, think that it was taken from the Canaanite language. The Canaanites were the indigenous people of the land of Israel and they seem frequently to have addressed their individual

  gods as ‘my gods’.




  The Canaanite word for god was El. This is not used often in the Bible except when it is coupled with another title. God is sometimes called El Elyon – literally God Most

  High. So the Psalmist declares, ‘I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart ... I will sing praises to Thy name O Most High’ (Psalm 9:1–2) and ‘Let them know that

  Thou alone whose name is [image: ] art the Most High over all the world’ (Psalm 83:18). Like the term Elohim,

  this title was taken over from the Canaanites who traditionally described El Elyon as the lord of all the gods. When the Jews took possession of the Promised Land, it was natural enough for

  them also to adopt this title for their One God.




  Similar borrowings occurred with El Olam (the Everlasting God) and El Shaddai (the Almighty God). The book of Genesis describes the patriarch Abraham calling God El Olam at

  the shrine of Beersheba: ‘Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in Beersheba and called there on the name of [image: ], the Everlasting God’

  (21:33). Similarly, when Abraham attained the age of ninety-nine, [image: ] appeared to him and said, ‘I am God Almighty, walk with me and be

  blameless’ (17:1). In both instances there are clear Canaanite connections. Beersheba was almost certainly an old pagan shrine and, when God revealed Himself as El Shaddai, He was

  promising the patriarch that the land of Canaan (the Promised Land) was to be given to his descendants for ever.




  It is notable that even today many Hebrew personal names incorporate the names of God. Daniel, Michael, Elisha, Israel, and Ezekiel are all built round El.

  Elijah uses both El and [image: ] while Adonijah grows from [image: ]

  and Adonai. The same is true of many modern Israeli surnames, as in that of Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, which is clearly derived from the proper name of God.








  The attributes of God




  God’s names reflect His attributes. First of all, He is eternal. Throughout the Hebrew scriptures, He is described as having neither a beginning nor an end. As the

  Psalmist put it: ‘Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever Thou hadst formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting, Thou art God’ (Psalm

  90:2). Thus God is fundamentally different and other from His creation. He lies outside it, so to speak. He is the one constant against which the ephemera of the universe passes. Everything in the

  physical world is subject to the laws of birth and death, renewal and decay. God alone is unchanging.




  In later rabbinic interpretations of scripture, this idea is elaborated: ‘The power and might of our God fill the world. He was before the world was created and He will be when all the

  world comes to an end.’2 In general, however, philosophical speculation was discouraged. According to the Mishnah, the second-century collection of

  oral law, ‘whoever reflects on four things, it were better for him that he had not come into the world: What is above? What is below? What is before? What is after?’ Nonetheless, in

  later centuries, Jewish philosophers did try to come to some sort of understanding of the concept of eternity. In general, the consensus was that God lived in a sphere outside time, in an eternal

  present. Thus the thirteenth-century theologian Bahya ibn Asher ibn Halawa declared that ‘all times past and future are in the present so far as God is concerned, for He was before time and

  is not encompassed by it’.3 The eternity of the Almighty is accepted as an article of the Jewish faith. In the liturgy He is described as ‘the

  Lord of the Universe, who reigned before any creature yet was formed and, at the time when all things shall come to an end, He alone will reign’.4




  Connected with the belief in God’s eternity is the conviction that He is omniscient – that He knows everything. As the Psalmist wrote: ‘O Lord, Thou hast searched me out and

  known me. Thou knowest when I sit down and when I rise up; Thou discernest my thoughts from afar. Thou searched out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways’ (Psalm

  139:1–3). This is only to be expected in a God who is outside time. Since the past and the future are in an eternal present to Him, His knowledge is not limited by space or time.




  The rabbis were aware that this raises the problem of human freedom. If God knows exactly what you will do tomorrow (since He is experiencing it in His eternal present), it

  is hard to see how you could do otherwise. Nonetheless the sages insisted that human beings do have real liberty. Rabbi Akiva, the most prominent authority of the late first/early second century,

  flatly declared: ‘All is foreseen, but freedom of choice is given.’5 Later philosophers were not so sure and offered alternative explanations.

  In the twelfth century, Maimonides insisted that God’s knowledge was different from that of human beings and humans simply cannot understand its nature. Gersonides, in the early fourteenth

  century, maintained that God only knows things in general and He understands the full range of possibilities facing human beings. However, He does not know which possibility people will in fact

  adopt. On the other hand, Hasdai Crescas of the late fourteenth century argued that God’s knowledge is absolute and human free will is nothing more than an illusion.




  Connected with the attribute of omniscience is that of omnipotence. Nothing is said to be impossible with God. As He Himself declared in the book of Jeremiah, ‘Behold I am the Lord of all

  flesh: is anything too hard for me?’ (32:27). This also raises philosophical problems. Most Jewish thinkers were convinced that God was not capable of effecting the logically impossible. It

  was generally accepted that He could not defy the laws of mathematics or change the past. Nonetheless they insisted that this showed no deficiency in God’s guidance of the universes and, in

  all other matters, God could accomplish anything.




  In recent times, these attributes of omnipotence and omniscience have raised a seemingly insoluble problem in the light of the Holocaust. If God knows everything, He must have been aware that

  six million of His Chosen People were being murdered in unspeakable circumstances. If He is all-powerful then He could have prevented the whole ghastly episode. How then can

  we account for His inactivity? As yet this overwhelming conundrum has not been solved.








  God the creator




  According to the book of Genesis in the Hebrew scriptures, God is the source of the universe.




  

    

      In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void and darkness was upon the face of the deep: and the

      Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from

      the darkness. God called the light Day and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, one day. (1:1–5)


    


  




  The narrative continues to explain how God laboured for six days. He made the heavens, the seas and the earth. Then He made the earth bring forth every kind of vegetation for

  food; He created the sun, the moon and the stars and He brought into being all the sea-creatures, birds, insects and mammals. Finally He declared:




  

    

      ‘Let us make man in Our image, after Our likeness, and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over

      the cattle and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps over the earth.’ So God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He

      created them. (Genesis 1:26–7)


    


  




  This belief in God the creator has become a central feature of the synagogue liturgical service. The congregation declares, ‘I believe with perfect faith that the Creator,

  blessed be His Name, is the author and guide of everything that has been created, and that He alone has made, does make and will make all things.’ So creation is not

  merely seen as a historical event of the distant past. God is not like some celestial watchmaker who produces a magnificent piece of clockwork, winds it up and then leaves it to run down by itself.

  Instead, He is intimately involved in the world that He has made – every new leaf, each change in the seasons, every fresh nestling is evidence of the ongoing process of divine creation.




  Jews conceive of God as both transcendent and immanent. Scripture repeatedly affirms this. On the one hand, ‘My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways, says the

  Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts higher than your thoughts’ (Isaiah 55:8–9). At the same time, He is close to

  each human being and there is no escape from His reality. As the Psalmist puts it, ‘Whither shall I go from Thy Spirit? Or whither shall I flee from Thy presence? If I ascend to Heaven, Thou

  art there! If I make my bed in Sheol, Thou art there! If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even then Thy hand shall lead me, and Thy right hand shall hold

  me’ (Psalm 139:7–10). Rabbi Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev, a mystic of the late eighteenth/early nineteenth centuries, made the same point in a poem:




  

    

      Where I wander – You! Where I ponder – You!




      

        

          Only You, You again, always You! You! You! You!


        


      




      When I am gladdened – You! When I am saddened – You!




      

        

          Only You, You again, always You! You! You! You!6


        


      


    


  




  Judaism, then, teaches both that God is beyond and outside the universe and that He is closely involved in every detail of it. Human beings are the crown of His creation. They

  alone, both men and women, are in the image of God and can share in the creative process through their dominion over the plants and creatures of the earth. With the expansion

  of modern scientific knowledge, these doctrines have been called into question. Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection indicates that human beings have, over an immense

  period of time, evolved from other creatures and that there is no obvious qualitative difference between humanity and the rest of the natural world. Men and women are merely the most intelligent

  creatures to have so far evolved. It is also quite possible that other forms of intelligent life will be found on other, as yet undiscovered, planets. If this is the case, it is hard to insist on

  the uniqueness of human beings and on God’s close involvement in their affairs.




  Nonetheless, these conjectures have not disturbed the faith of the pious. The belief that God is the source of all continues to animate religious sensibility. Without ignoring or putting aside

  scientific explanations, for many the heavens still declare the glory of God and the firmament shows His handiwork.








  God and evil




  According to the book of Genesis, when God created the universe, He saw that it was good. It was perceived as a reflection of His nature. The world was good because He is good.

  In the Psalms particularly, His goodness is frequently glorified: ‘Thou art my God, and I will give thanks to Thee: Thou art my God, I will extol Thee. O give thanks to the Lord for He is

  good; for His steadfast love endures for ever’ (Psalm 118:28–9). Similarly, ‘The Lord is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. The Lord is good to

  all, and His compassion is over all that He has made’ (Psalm 145:8–9).




  In the rabbinic literature, the same view is upheld. God is described as the supremely benevolent creator. He is the father of all and He guides everything that He has made

  to its ultimate destiny. He is a God of goodness and loving-kindness, who ‘makes Peace in the highest Heavens’.7 Such an affirmation of faith in

  His goodness raises the question of the origin of evil in the world. Throughout Jewish history, the sages have engaged in intense speculation about these matters.




  As has been pointed out earlier, dualism, the doctrine that there are two ultimate powers in the universe, was rejected. God is One. He is the all-knowing, all-powerful, all-good creator. And

  yet there is evil in the world. Abraham ibn Daud, a philosopher of the twelfth century, realized that since God does not have a composite nature, it is logically impossible for Him to be the source

  of both good and evil. He solved the problem by arguing that evil is not a quality. It is merely an absence of good. Just as darkness is an absence of light and poverty an absence of wealth, so

  evil is the result of the non-presence of good. It was not willed by God. It is simply a gap in the goodness created by God.




  During the late Middle Ages, Jewish mystics evolved further complicated explanations for the existence of evil in the universe. They taught that God is absolute perfection in which there is no

  distinction or plurality. He reveals Himself through a series of emanations through which divine energy flows from the highest to the lowest. According to Isaac Luria, an important mystic of the

  sixteenth century, creation occurred through the contraction of God into Himself. This left an empty space through which God’s emanations could flow. But during the process, disaster occurred

  when the separate elements of the creative forces refused to co-operate. This splintering of the divine purpose brought into being demonic forces which are sustained by the fragments of divine

  light which they still contained.




  Such difficult, esoteric doctrines never became part of the formal religious system. They were shrouded in secrecy and passed down in whispers from master to disciple. Most

  people struggled to maintain their belief in God’s goodness in the face of all the meaningless evil of the world as a matter of faith. Among the less well educated, there was a strong folk

  belief in demons; amulets were often worn and were hung in Jewish houses to ward off these evil spirits. This kind of superstition has largely disappeared from mainstream Judaism and it was never

  perceived as an integral part of the religion.




  In recent times, Jewish theologians have been forced to grapple with the question of whether it is still possible to believe in the goodness of God after the horrors of the Holocaust. There have

  been attempts to understand the deaths of the six million as a form of sacrifice – as an acting out of the Jewish role of the suffering servant of God. According to the prophet Isaiah,

  God’s servant would bring salvation to humanity through his anguish. Others have seen coming out of the death camps a divine command that Jews and Judaism must survive at all costs. For the

  majority, however, it is an insoluble problem. When Job in the Bible was struck down by a terrible series of disasters, he demanded an explanation of God. God’s response was, ‘Where

  were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?’ (Job 38:4). God’s ways are inscrutable. Humanity cannot hope to understand them, and the problem of evil must remain the ultimate

  theological mystery.
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  The covenant




  The chosen people




  The Jews believe that they are the Chosen People of God, and this is an essential element in their faith. According to the book of Deuteronomy, ‘You are a people holy to

  the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for His own possession out of all the peoples that are on the face of the earth’ (7:6). The text goes on to stress that the

  Jews were selected not because they were the most numerous group, but because ‘the Lord loves you and is keeping His oath which He swore to your father’ (Deuteronomy 7:8). This is

  echoed in the traditional synagogue liturgy: ‘Thou hast chosen us from all peoples: Thou hast loved us and found pleasure in us and has exalted us above all tongues.’1




  However, chosenness is not merely a privilege. It carries immense responsibility. Jews believe that they are in a covenant relationship with God. A covenant is a mutual obligation; it is a

  bargain freely entered into by both parties. In the case of God’s covenantal relationship with Israel, the deal is spelled out in the book of Exodus: ‘If you will obey My voice and keep

  My covenant, you shall be My own possession among all peoples’ (19:5). In other words, chosenness carries with it the obligation to keep the law of God.




  Although the rabbis strongly maintained the doctrine of the Chosen People, they were not always easy with it. Stories were circulated of how God offered the privilege to other nations first.

  Each time He stressed that being chosen involved keeping all the provisions of the sacred law. In every case, the nations rejected God because they were wedded to their own

  particular ways of life. Eventually, according to one source, God was compelled to threaten. He is said to have announced that if they accepted His law, all would go well, but if they rejected it,

  then they would be destroyed there and then. This negative view of chosenness is reflected in the old Jewish joke, which carries with it the accumulated bitterness of the effects of centuries of

  anti-Semitism: ‘O Lord, Thou hast chosen us from among all the peoples – isn’t it time you chose someone else?’




  However, the majority of authorities taught that that the Jews, who alone accepted the conditions of the covenant, did so joyfully. According to the book of Exodus, when Moses read the Book of

  the Covenant, the people said, ‘All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient’ (24:7). The clear connection between keeping the law and being God’s Chosen

  People, again, is spelled out in the liturgy. In the synagogue, when each individual is called up to read from the holy scroll, he recites, ‘Blessed art Thou O Lord our God, King of the

  Universe, who hast chosen us from all peoples and hast given us Thy Law.’2




  Thus the selection of the Jews reflects not only God’s generous outpouring of love, but also His determination that His law should be observed. This raises the problem of what happens when

  the Jewish people are unfaithful to the covenant. In the real world, when one party breaks one side of a contract, there are penalty clauses and the contract may become null and void. Could this

  happen to the Jews? Among all the biblical writers, the prophets of the eighth century BCE were the most exercised by this dilemma. There was no question that the Jewish

  people had been unfaithful to God. On the one hand, the prophet Hosea wrote, ‘The Lord said: Call his name Not-My-People, for you are not my people and I am not your God’ (1:9). On the

  other hand, it was inconceivable that God could give up His Chosen entirely. Drawing on his own experience of an unhappy marriage, Hosea realized that God, like a forbearing

  husband, would forgive His people again and again: ‘How can I give you up O Ephraim; how can I hand you over O Israel! ... My heart recoils within me, My compassion grows warm and

  tender’ (11:12). It does seem that God’s love for the Jews ultimately overrides the demand that they keep His law.




  This doctrine of chosenness has not made the Jews popular. Almost from its inception, the Christian Church has taught that the Jews have forfeited their special position by their rejection of

  Jesus as their Messiah. Even today the persistence of the belief that they are the Chosen People is seen as a disguised form of racism. Perhaps the world’s ambivalence is best summed up by

  Hilaire Belloc’s cruel little couplet, ‘How odd of God, To choose the Jews!’ The only response to this can be the well-known, but anonymous, rejoinder, ‘It isn’t odd,

  The Jews choose God!’
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