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To our wives, Laurel Cook and Lisa Ann Sandell, 
who had the grace to choose us

 

Now therefore, if you will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then you shall be a peculiar treasure unto me above all people: for all the earth is mine: And you shall be unto me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation.

EXODUS 19:5–6

. . . I shall be most happy indeed if I shall be an humble instrument in the hands of the Almighty, and of this, his almost chosen people . . .

ABRAHAM LINCOLN, ADDRESS TO 
THE NEW JERSEY STATE SENATE, 
FEBRUARY 21, 1861
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Introduction


THROUGHOUT THREE MILLENNIA of striving and suffering, vast portions of humanity have been stirred, galvanized, burdened, and molded irreversibly by the extraordinary idea that one nation, alone of all mankind, has been singled out by God to be His chosen people.

Oliver Cromwell declared himself an Israelite and the English “a people that have had a stamp upon them from God,” their nation called upon by the Almighty “to rule with Him and for Him.” Ireland’s Protestants couldn’t disagree more—they knew that they were the ones chosen by God, that they were, in the words of one Gaelic poet, the true “Children of Israel once in Egypt, / under the oppression of the strength of the enemies of God.”

Those other rebels against the British Empire, the Boers, laid claim to the same exalted status. In 1885, Paul Kruger, the president of South Africa, had no doubt on which side of heaven that nation’s founding fathers stood. “When we think of the former emigrants,” he said, “the Voortrekkers of yore, it is then revealed unto us how God, in his divine providence, dealt with them, even as He dealt with the Israelite nation of old. . . . He summoned them to the same task: Canaan was inhabited by heathens alienated from God. . . . Israel was bidden make it the Lord’s dwelling place.”

Dostoyevsky found signs of God’s favor among the long-suffering Russians, who were, as one of his characters proclaims in The Possessed, “the only god-bearing people on earth, destined to regenerate and save the world.” Similar sentiments were preached from pulpits and shouted on battlefields in France and Germany. For the past century, Saudi Arabia has staked out its own claim. Then again, the Qur’an can be quoted in support of the proposition that it is all Muslims everywhere who constitute God’s people. Monotheism in particular cultivates the conviction that one’s own people have been, and continue to be, chosen by a God who is not only their God but everyone else’s as well. But even without believing in a single god, the Chinese and Hindus have their own versions. The name that the Navajo use for themselves means “the people.”

Amid an epic history of claims to heaven-sent entitlement, only two nation-states stand out for the fundamental, continuous, and enduring quality of their convictions and the intense seriousness (and hostility) with which others take their claims: the United States and Israel. Alone among the families of women and men, each took the idea of chosenness as a cornerstone for a newly founded identity. Each felt it as inspiration, consolation, and reward all at once, and each has been guided, saddled, and haunted by it—even as many citizens of these nations have disputed their claim to chosenness. Even as unbelievers railed against their presumption, each people fashioned a belief in divine election first into a banner and then into a republic. Each began as refugees and became battling pioneers. Each planted the idea in the fertile soil of statehood, where its fruit could nourish—even invent—the national culture.

The settlers who founded America and Israel abandoned their homes and set sail to promised lands in order to fulfill providential fates. They claimed common inspiration and hurled themselves into the future as God’s elect. Myths grew into facts on the ground. However startling the foundational story, however downright peculiar or even absurd it may seem, their successors—even the disbelievers among them—felt like its inheritors, curators, and custodians. The story lived in their emotions. It shook them. How could they shake it?

They could not. They did not wish to. They sensed that the idea of chosenness was not merely a quirk of fanatics but a potent, luminous, tangled, living complex of ideas; that it descends to earth with a sword; that the very expression chosen people by turns ennobled, encouraged, and perplexed those who believed themselves chosen; that it conferred fortitude, dignity, pride, and anxiety all at once; that it granted gifts, shed blood, and imposed ordeals. Sometimes they blinded themselves to the ordeals. Flattering themselves, they often refused to notice how their claim evoked rivalry, exasperation, and loathing in others. Yet they were often aware that the belief in chosenness calls forth the most profound achievements of human beings as well as the most bitter conflicts—in short, that it makes history. If chosenness is a conceit, it is not an idle one. Embrace it, scorn it, despise it, doubt it, or tolerate it, you have to admit that it is responsible for much of the best as well as the worst that the two nations have accomplished, and aim to accomplish, in the world.

Even when disavowed or reinterpreted, some such idea has infused Judaism and the Jewish people from their beginnings. Its theological roots, albeit often unacknowledged, run deep, and even secular moderns do not disown them at will. The founding fathers of the first Jewish state to materialize in two millennia were moved by a secular idea of the nation, not by an explicit bow to God’s will, but they still sought justification from a book hailed to be of divine inspiration, a book that they believe records their divine origin. Even as the majority of Israelis sought, and continue to seek, nothing more than a prosperous, peaceful, and dignified existence, undercurrents of chosenness have rattled the ground beneath them. Even as they fiercely disputed policies, identities, all manner of things, a spirit of chosenness inhabited them, and continues to do so.

So, too, for Americans. Starting with the pious men and women who sought to fulfill their religious passions on the New World’s wild shores, Americans have long understood themselves as dedicated to liberty. But however paradoxically, they have felt appointed to liberty from on high. American history is driven by a vision of a territory stretching from sea to shining sea, and a nation built thereon, not as an ordinary country but as God’s land, a republic placed on earth by the Almighty to shine the light of freedom into a benighted world. In its youth, whatever the explicit wishes of its founders, the republic mushroomed into an empire. It grew in size, in might, in ambition. It interpreted its trajectory as clear proof that the divine promise was on its way to fulfillment. On the tongues of some presidents and clergymen, the language of divine election curdled into jingoism, racism, and belligerence. In the minds of others, a chosen people were mandated to create a just and peaceful society apart from—or as a beacon to—the rest of the world. These worldviews clashed bitterly, but they started from the same notion: America was a nation unlike others, uniquely blessed by the God who created the world.

Frankly, when we embarked on this book, the two of us were ourselves inclined to consider it a scourge, if a durable one, to claim that God ever plucked a favored nation from the loins of Abraham—archaic, outrageous, destructive, crazy making, and ripe for iconoclasm. Surely a belief so presumptuous, so absurd, was mismatched to the needs of the living. Surely, if not uprooted, it would bring disaster to Jews and Americans alike. Our task, we thought, was to deflate it utterly, to apply all the sobriety and reason we could muster to overcome this historic misapprehension.

History is a wilderness—“a land not mine, still forever memorable,” in the words of the great Russian poet Anna Akhmatova. As we wandered and explored, to our surprise, the complications of chosenness came to feel less bewildering and its logic—unearthly but not inhuman—oddly less alien. In the sermons of preachers and the pronouncements of leaders, in the clarion calls that sent millions to sea or to battle, we found the pure, mad, burning essence of that ancient human quest, the search for deep meaning. For all that the notion of divine election still strikes us as bizarre and incredible, the more we traced its vicissitudes, the more we came to understand its multiple uses. We began writing this book wishing to put out the fires of chosenness, but completed it thinking that—however dangerous they are if allowed to rage out of control—they are here to stay and just might light a way forward. We came to think that the way out of the seminal quandary might be further in—to take the unexhausted tradition of chosenness seriously. Was Israel the Jewish state? Then let it be a Jewish state, distinguished not only ethnically but ethically as well. Did America fancy itself a city upon a hill under the eyes of the world? Then let America, in Langston Hughes’s words, “be America again.”

When you play for such stakes, chutzpah is tempting. At every turn, grand claims scream out that they are meant to be swallowed whole—or renounced absolutely. Nevertheless, we shy away from stone-graven conclusions, rigid interpretations, or party platforms. Instead, we seek to engage readers of various stripes—as the two of us engaged ourselves—in meditating on the origins, attractions, implications, and contradictions of a powerful and intoxicating idea.

It is beyond our powers to deliver doctrinal tablets, but neither are we detached. We are acutely mindful that we live in a world where Jews are all too often despised for being Jews, and where the Jewish state comes under harsh scrutiny far more than others. We are equally well aware that the United States is cheaply condemned as a Great Satan and assigned demonic powers. We refuse to sign on to the prosecution teams. Yet neither are we satisfied to compose briefs for the defense. Rather, we aspire to ruminate and to understand: to excavate the idea of chosenness at work in the two peoples’ histories; to explore the reactions of their neighbors, admirers, and adversaries; to see what underlies their affinities as well as their divergences—and to plead for a fresh look.

We could hardly fail to acknowledge that the questions we explore have been contentious for centuries—indeed, for millennia. In fact, the disputes surrounding these questions are among the most interesting things about them. For good reason have they been the quarry of myriad specialists. For our part, we are well aware that we are meddlers and not experts—not theologians, not credentialed historians of either nation, although (and therefore) we are indebted to the work of many scholars. We enter some theological thickets—not painless work for secular, skeptical intellectuals. The biblical conceits are staggering; we both marvel and bridle at them. The capacity of human beings to imagine the world supernaturally is astounding, and we have struggled not to be overwhelmed by the immensely audacious—or presumptuous—idea that a particular group of human beings has been singled out for a magisterial destiny by a supernatural spirit. Still, we have strived not to limit ourselves to the preoccupations of specialists any more than to those of politicians, journalists, or diplomats. These questions are too important to be left to specialists.

It would be unwise to allow sole custody over the volatile idea of divine election to zealots of any persuasion—or to jeerers who believe themselves entitled to take sole possession of the human predicament. The historical hour is much too late for anyone to wish chosenness away. The idea is too deeply ingrained in the two nations to be overlooked, patronized, or definitively repealed. Whether or not we believe that the descendants of Abraham were singled out, in perpetuity, by God; whether or not we believe that the United States of America has a distinct mission in history; whether or not we find these to be outlandish, if not offensive, notions—we must grapple with them, for they are, behind our backs, grappling with us.
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1. “A Stiff-Necked People”


ISRAEL, WITH A population smaller than New York City’s in a territory the size of New Jersey, has obsessed the world from the moment of its founding in 1948. Indeed, for millennia, the Jewish people have obsessed not only themselves but much of mankind—often enough with suspicion and lethal fury. Why should such a tiny nation command such a vast fascination?

An obvious prologue to an answer is that the book that narrates the Jews’ official story also launches the official story of the vastly more popular Abrahamic religions that trace their origins, too, to the ancient patriarch of the Jews. At its core, the immensely influential Hebrew Bible is a story of a people who believe themselves to have been chosen by God—chosen, moreover, to live in a particular land. The notion of being chosen, whether a gift or a burden, is what fashioned them into a people, revived them in exile, demanded interpretation, and repeatedly plunged them into danger seemingly from the beginning of recorded time. It was this extraordinary belief that impelled Abraham to leave his home and trek to a faraway land he had never seen. The same belief united the Israelites as they received the Torah during their flight through the Egyptian desert. The same belief inspired hope for generations of Jews scattered into one exile after another, and promised a meaning for their suffering across thousands of years. The same belief propelled some of them to advocate and organize a return to Zion.

Indeed, the Jewish people are the product of a single, more or less continuous idea, one of the oldest and most enduring in recorded civilization: divine election. But to be chosen by God turned out to be less a solution than a problem—in fact, one problem after another. What exactly did this exalted position mean? Nothing simple. At the core of the history of the Jews has been the ongoing conundrum of what to make of their singular calling.

According to the Scripture, the story of Jewish exceptionalism is a story of covenants with God that made them simultaneously a people, a nation, and a religion. From God’s first appearances, as recorded in the Bible, through the twists and turns of exile, slavery, kingdom, war, dispersion, persecution, migration, and gathering, Jews struggled mightily to work out just what it meant to have been chosen, what their mission required of them, and, specifically, what connection they were to have with the land that God had promised. Over the ages, many factions of Talmudic scholars, Hasidim, messianists, assimilationists, and reformers propounded their respective answers. What none of them could do was duck the question or the book that engendered it. Eventually, Zionism propounded yet another answer: return to the land.

Zionism was ostensibly a secular movement for the creation of a modern nation in a world of nations, but Zionism, too, planted a foot in what most Jews understood to be a divinely ordained past. To build a Jewish state meant to fashion a contemporary vessel for the spirit that had inhabited its people from their origins. Once the state was established, its messianic ideals could not be suppressed. The fateful occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, beginning with Israel’s military triumph in 1967, was rooted in the nation’s far older conviction—the defining conviction that the Jews were the people chosen by God—and the zealous emotions that accompanied it. Zionism’s inability to shake the messianic ideal became manifest in the hold that the West Bank settlers exercised on the conscience of the whole nation—as well as its prime ally, another, vaster nation possessed of its own messianic past. Israel’s will—even eagerness—to collaborate with a messianic idea became dangerously intertwined with a sort of counter-messianic idea: the Muslim world’s vivid sense of humiliation, and its fantastical desire to rescue itself by undoing Zionism. The two missions gripped each other in reciprocal antagonism, an apparently endless dance of mutual menace and injury.

The story that the Jews told about themselves engendered the story that much of the non-Jewish world told about them, the story of an idea by turns thrilling, dangerous, exalting, reckless, potent, ennobling, and virulent—the idea of a people’s belief in their divine designation. It seems extraordinary, even bizarre, that the dilemmas of a contemporary state should be so deeply rooted in biblical stories of impossible missions. But the idea of a people called by God is extraordinary from the start.

Chosen by God, chosen for the land: the tallest of orders. To fathom the bloodshed, the wars and rumors of war, the supercharged passions, the wounds and the controversies, not least about the Jewish settlements implanted among Palestinian Arabs—to understand the obsessions of insiders and outsiders alike, the deep anxiety, hatred, and ecstasy evoked by Israel—it is with an ancient and astonishing idea that we must begin: that somehow, millennia ago, on the foothills of a mountain in the Sinai desert, the Almighty, sole God of the universe, singled out a small and insignificant people for some special purpose and promised them a land wherein to enact it. So our exploration of what it means to believe you are chosen must begin with the book that led the Jews to believe it—not least, with the complexities of what it says and does not say.

God’s Choices

The book begins with a sequence of covenants that God enters into with human beings. The first is with Noah (in Genesis 8), whom God orders to produce progeny, with the promise that “every beast of the earth” shall fear them. God’s covenant with Noah, however, is fundamentally different from the ones to follow, for one main reason: it is not exclusive. Rather than singling out Noah and his descendants for prominence in a future divine plan, God stresses instead the universal nature of His promise; the covenant, He says, is “between me and all flesh that is upon the earth.”

God has a different idea for Abram, who abides in the Mesopotamian town of Ur. To Abram God reveals Himself no fewer than five times. First, God commands him: “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.” He gives no reason why He is speaking to this man in particular. But He promises to make Abram into a “great nation” and bless him. Abram does as he’s told, building an altar to God and taking leave of Ur for Canaan. Once in his new homeland, Abram is reassured that the land is his to inherit: “Lift up your eyes from where you are and look north and south, east and west,” God tells Abram. “All the land that you see I will give to you and your offspring forever. I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth, so that if anyone could count the dust, then your offspring could be counted. Go, walk through the length and breadth of the land, for I am giving it to you.”

The third divine appearance communicates the covenant in a strikingly different way: via dialogue. For the first time, Abram speaks: “O sovereign Lord, what can you give me since I remain childless?” God again promises Abram a multitude of descendants, and demands the sacrifice of a heifer, a goat, a ram, a dove, and a pigeon. Abram obeys, but that night, God speaks to him in a dream and strikes a more somber tone. “Know for certain,” he tells Abram, “that your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred years. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward they will come out with great possessions. You, however, will go to your fathers in peace and be buried at a good old age. In the fourth generation your descendants will come back here, for the sin of the Amorites [a Canaanite people] has not yet reached its full measure.” For the first time, there is a clear statement that chosenness is comparative. The Jews have been chosen in contrast to the Amorites, who have not been chosen. The Jews’ reward is somehow proportionate to the Amorites’ sinfulness. God is universal, not local or tribal—He is not only the God of the Hebrews but the God of Gods—yet He plays favorites.

Two crucial themes emerge here for the first time. Chosenness will be paid for with exile and suffering, both of which shall be inflicted on Abram’s descendants through no apparent fault of their own. And the chosen Israelites are counterposed to the sinful Amorites. God retains the initiative. He chooses, though for reasons He leaves obscure.

The fourth and fifth statements of God’s covenant with Abram are simpler, and they are accompanied by clear calls to action. The fourth time God appears to Abram, He changes the man’s name to Abraham and orders circumcision for him and every male in his household. In return, He promises a specific prize: a son to be named Isaac. Abraham at first doubts God’s promise, but falls to the ground in prayer and obeys the divine command. The child in question materializes and serves as the locus of Abraham’s fifth, and last, encounter with the Lord. After he is found willing to sacrifice the son he so deeply craved, God once again promises to bless Abraham’s seed: “I swear by myself, declares the Lord, that because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me.”

Herein lies a departure from all former covenants. Whereas in the course of Abraham’s first four encounters with God the divine promises are delivered unconditionally, without regard for any action on Abraham’s part or, indeed, any reference to his personal merit, this fifth covenant is presented solely as a reward for his willingness to blindly obey the Lord.

The final covenant is delivered through Moses to the entire people of Israel at Mount Sinai, and although tradition upholds it as the most meaningful, it is noteworthy more for what it lacks than for what it offers. Despite the momentous stature of the occasion—after all, this is the moment when God binds Israel to Him for all eternity, a moment so singular that some observant Jews believe that each and every Jewish soul ever destined to take corporeal form was present on the foothills of Sinai—the Bible offers no single passage, no climactic moment, in which we finally learn the full scope of the divine plan. Instead, Moses dawdles, the people sin, the tablets are smashed, and the whole ceremony must be repeated. God tells the Jews that He has set them apart, though he is not clear about what His unique blessing entails. “Although the whole earth is mine,” He declares, “you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”

What are we to take from these divine revelations?

For one thing, mysteries. Inevitably, the Jews, bound to the never-ending practice of reading, and striving to make sense of, an exceedingly complicated book, will proceed to spend millennia in a wilderness of perplexity and dispute. If the covenants were self-explanatory, centuries of Talmudic argument could have been avoided. But the covenants are neither straightforward nor, for that matter, consistent. Contrast, for example, the first covenant to the others. Addressing Noah, God delivers a set of commandments that partly prefigure those delivered on Mount Sinai. Why the repetition? In the covenant with Noah, God delivers universal laws that concern “all flesh that is upon the earth,” yet He nonetheless sees fit later to deliver another set of laws, this time to a specific people. Why, having addressed a set of general guidelines to the entirety of mankind via Noah, does God later feel the need to choose a specific people as the guardians of His morals? Why choose Abraham, a man of no discernible stature, or the Jews, a nation the Lord himself, not too amused, will call a “stiff-necked people”? Why promise a specific land? Why that particular one?

God has His unfathomable ways, of course, so perhaps such questions are meant to be unanswerable—the ultimate mind-bending brainteasers. Perhaps election is to be understood not so much as a divine obligation, or a reward, as a nation-building principle; to wit: God didn’t reward the Jews, or charge them, He made them. Divine election planted the seed of peoplehood, later sanctified in a text and enshrined in rituals. In other words, perhaps the Jewish people weren’t chosen by God because of who they were, or what they came to be, but rather they came to be because they were chosen by God. He made them stiff-necked in part, at least, because He was patient and preferred to craft a work in progress rather than a final achievement.

The trials and torments that escort the Jewish people from the loins of one man, Abraham, to the foothills of Mount Sinai, where they will encounter God and receive His laws, are integral to the story. God could just as easily have flicked his omnipotent fingers and willed himself a perfect people, but that would have been to defy human nature. To be human is to err, to revolt, to doubt. For limited minds to make sense of an idea as vast as chosenness, a learning curve is necessary. It is little wonder, then, that chosenness begins with an ordinary man, permitted to become the father of a nation only once he learns to overcome his ordinary and flawed self.

Unlike Noah, who, we are told, was “perfect in his generations” and “walked with God,” we hear little of Abraham before he appears in Genesis as the recipient of a divine command. We can only assume that he must be stunned to hear from a God of whom he seems to have had no forewarning, of whom he (and, it would seem, the rest of his clan) has never heard, who does not provide any reasons for singling him out among all other human beings—and so imperiously at that, commanding him to leave his country, his people, and his father’s household for some faraway land he has never seen. If Abraham has any doubt that the true Divinity is speaking to him, Genesis does not record it. He obeys. Abraham in his unreflective obedience opens up, to anyone who reflects, a long, continuing line of perplexity: what to make of the fact that Almighty God selected him; what to do about being both graced and burdened, with deliverance to come, if ever, only at the far end of many ordeals?

So far as Genesis says, Abraham is undistinguished in character, quality, physique, achievement, or any other way from the rest of Noah’s descendants. Why, then, was he chosen?

This is not exactly a necessary question. Divine election can simply be accepted at face value. A man who is chosen must be, by definition, worthy of having been chosen. Has not God spoken? End story. Besides, aren’t gods always arbitrary? Is not arbitrariness, the transcendental release from the cage of reason, a characteristic of godliness? Why does the God who speaks to Abraham need reasons? But if you are inquisitive—if you go looking for reasons—sooner or later you will be drawn into the search to interpret. Abraham might take it on faith that God must have chosen him for good reason, even though God’s reasons are not fathomable to human beings (despite the fact that they were created in God’s image and therefore, presumably, with God’s deductive powers). He might pull himself together, accept his good fortune, and determine to follow God’s directions on the assumption that he would someday understand why he was singled out. Abraham might also wonder why God does not simply deliver the promised results without going to the trouble of speaking at all. Surely the Almighty can bring about whatever earthly events He chooses without having to make promises first. If Genesis means to teach the responsibility of free human action—a reasonable premise—there is no evidence that Abraham himself understands that lesson. Not yet.

Why Abraham?

The authors of the Bible realize that, to this point, the story of Abraham refuses to speak for itself. It continues to baffle. The idea of chosenness is so mysterious as to generate a tradition and a profession—interpretation. God Himself is the first interpreter. Thus, God later declares that He had a purpose for choosing Abraham: “For I know him, that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the Lord, to do justice and judgment; that the Lord may bring upon Abraham that which he hath spoken of him.” That is, God reveals that He chose Abraham for a specific purpose—to bring righteousness into the world. But His statement still fails to explain why He chose Abraham in the first place. If He chose him to spread righteousness, what (if anything) was uniquely promising about him as a conduit—particularly coming on the heels of the distinguished Noah, the Lord’s previous partner in covenant? Or did He choose Abram/Abraham at random, simply to make the point that God was so powerful that anyone would do? But in that case, why reserve the status of chosenness for the descendants of one arbitrarily chosen man? God’s choice of Abraham does not offer a knock-down reassurance—certainly nothing reassuring enough to people who might, from time to time, across many generations, wonder whether they had really been specially graced because their ancient ancestor had been called by God for no particular reason. Explain this! some of them must have demanded. Give us reasons that a human being can understand!

In the eyes of Islam, Abraham’s piety was a reason, or the reason, for God’s choice. Some Jews, too, presumably troubled, would later gravitate toward a similar explanation. Rabbis produced an interpretation, or Midrash, according to which Abram’s father, Terah, who sold idols, once went away and left him in charge. When a woman brought flour to Abram, requesting of him that he offer it to the idols, he grabbed a stick and smashed all the idols but one, leaving the stick in the hand of that one. When Terah returned and asked for an explanation, Abram told him that the idols had quarreled over the flour, whereupon the largest idol had destroyed the others. His father thought Abram was mocking him, and turned him over to the king, who threw him into a furnace, from which God delivered him. But the idol story emerged centuries after the compilation of Genesis. We remain without a satisfying answer to the question Why Abraham? To anyone who inquires deeply, it is the blunt fact of God’s message that stands out. God spoke to Abraham; He had His reasons; it is not for human beings to know them.

To be chosen, in other words, invites incomprehension, skepticism, and obstreperousness. The Almighty has arranged that humanity should be free, not a set of lifeless pawns in the hands of a bored deity. God may be omnipotent, but paradoxically Man has one power over Him: the power to choose not to believe. Obviously we have the making of an uneasy relationship. God appears, speaks, promises, chastises, threatens, punishes, and smites. Humans, for their part, fret, doubt, and scramble for reassurance. Even those who hear God’s words and behold His signs tremble with uncertainty and require confirmation.

Consider that during his third encounter with God, Abraham asks, “What can you give me since I remain childless?” Only when God takes him outside and points to the stars is Abraham willing to take it on faith that his descendants will be numberless, although at the moment he remains without a single child. Even then, God will issue His promise again and again. The authors of Genesis—and God Himself, if you believe the story—take Abraham’s skepticism seriously. They understand that a man chosen for great things—and great upheavals—will harbor recurring doubts. So, too, Abraham asks for reassurance that he will gain possession of the land—land that God has already promised him twice. Reassurance about the land comes hard: it requires the sacrifice of animals, and even then, God must come to Abraham in a dream, and the promise of land must also be repeated twice more.

If Abraham (still known as Abram) is anxious and skeptical even when God speaks to him—directly and repeatedly—it is all the more likely that when the founding beholder departs the earth, flickers of doubt will spread among his descendants. Humans are insecure. Even Abraham wants concrete results. Evidently God’s promises will take some getting used to. Genesis knows this. It also knows that, in the fullness of time, the descendants of Abraham will increasingly question the meaning of these tales. If Abraham had to struggle to interpret the word of God that he heard with his own ears, how much harder will his descendants have to work to make sense of it! The People of the Book will have to become a people who strive to interpret.

Readers of Genesis may have doubted that Abraham understood matters correctly. They might have wondered, for example, about the precise boundaries of the Promised Land, since they are not clearly defined until much later in the biblical narrative. They might well have wondered, also, whether a promise made to an ancestor, generations earlier, remains binding on—and for—his descendants.

Questions of this sort point to the enduring indeterminacy of all religious belief and the deep reason why belief requires some sort of transcendent faith. Only with faith can the Jews claim to know exactly what God had in mind for them: what God said to Abraham, or why Abraham thought that what he heard was in fact the voice of God; how to make sense of God’s different formulations; and then, what Abraham’s wife Sarah, his sons Ishmael and Isaac, and so on, made of the story. The closer we look, the more faith is required: to know what the story meant to these figures; to know how the generations who wrote down the words of Genesis, or assembled it from fragments, which in turn might have followed from oral traditions lasting centuries, made sense of it—or whether they made sense of it at all, or whether the way they made sense of things was the way we make sense of things. After all, is the Genesis story meant to be a literal account of facts and events, comparable to “My mother is Sarah” or “That rock fell off the cliff” or “This deer is dead”? Does the “said” in “God said” mean the same thing as the “said” in “Abraham said”? Perhaps the scribes simply recorded what they understood as a fable; perhaps they were unsure how to interpret what they wrote down. Perhaps the scribes discarded, or suppressed, reports of those who believed alternative stories or confessed to being willing to live with a certain vagueness. To cope with such questions, faith steps in.

Faith would seem to render questions about the literal truth of the scriptural stories unnecessary, even petty. Faith accepts that the stories are passing strange. In fact, it celebrates strangeness. That the book’s revelations surpass understanding must mark them as transcendent. Only barely comprehensible prophesies could be adequate to the immensity of God. Faith makes it unnecessary to ask whether the ancients imagined the Bible as a sort of blur of beliefs, a hodgepodge of hunches, intuitions, just-so stories, and rumors that could never be unraveled into distinct, definitive strands that could be said to be undeniably true. Faith will not be obstructed by observed facts. Perhaps, then, the chosen people are those who embrace faith.

Yet Genesis records that over and over, faith breaks down. In this sense, at various junctures, the chosen people have chosen to resign their commission—chosen not to be chosen. In which cases, faith has proved not to be a reliable answer to the riddle of chosenness. And yet, the riddle is inescapable. Even—or especially—when faith wanes, prophets and others continue to show up to tell the biblical Israelites that they are still bound by their covenant with God. However feeble, however bewildering, however violated, however incapable of inspiring righteousness, the idea of divine election endures. The Jews will take many chances in its name. They will remember that their forebears took risks in its name, and take courage from memory. Even as they dispute its meaning, chosenness is the concept that will bind this people together, even against their own rebellions and transgressions. A powerful idea, to be invoked perennially by its failures!

If it is absurd to think that we, in the twenty-first century, can arrive at definitive answers about why God elected Abraham for extraordinary treatment (even if we grant that the question of why God does anything makes sense), or why Abraham chose to accept God’s mission, or indeed what he understood it to be, it is no more possible to establish the manner in which anyone in antiquity understood what they read or heard about Abraham and his encounters with God. The apparently straightforward text is riddled with puzzles. Possibly, though, this is one of the Bible’s most compelling features. The openness of the text, its incompleteness and indeterminacy, its susceptibility to questioning and doubt, endow it with an aura of transcendent strangeness, of doors that open only to reveal other doors. Perhaps inexhaustible strangeness is the portal to sacredness. The mystery concentrates attention—again and again the curious reader must search for clarification. With the primal text in crying need of amplification, no wonder the rabbis will find steady employment. No wonder thousands of pages of the Talmud will be overstuffed with rival interpretations—more hints, more guesses, more outlandish mysteries.

So many questions, so few answers. We moderns believe ourselves more comfortable with doubt than our ancestors were—and so we may well be. God, too, may be understood as not only a rule-maker but also a true modern who embraces doubt, welcomes dissent, and expects disobedience. Abraham hesitates, Sarah laughs, the Israelites stray, and still, God is determined not to choose another people. Rather, it is precisely through doubt that his emissaries—ordinary human beings without any inherent distinction—acquire the grandeur required to play their part in the divine plan.

Consider, for example, Abraham’s conversation with God concerning the impending destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. The Lord is about to strike down the sinning cities, but Abraham is moved by mercy to intervene. In one of the most astonishing passages in an astonishing book, Abraham for the first time starts to sound like a man of justice. Now that his destiny for justice has been broached, he resolves to act as if it already applies. He challenges God’s absolute authority. He demands of the Almighty, whose writ extends beyond the need for justification, that He justify His decision. “Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked?” Abraham asks, indignant. “What if there are fifty righteous people in the city?” Abraham implores and insists. He shames God. And God concedes: He will spare all of Sodom for fifty righteous men. But Abraham refuses to pocket his victory and go home. Taking heart from his initial success, though confessing his fear that he is pushing God too far, he proceeds to bargain the Lord of the Universe down to forty-five. Again, God concedes. Abraham bids God down to forty, thirty, twenty, and eventually ten, and each time God concedes.

Abraham has now crossed a threshold and entered into what the philosopher Susan Neiman has called “resolute universalism,” for “the Abraham who risked God’s wrath to argue for the lives of unknown innocents is the kind of man who would face down injustice anywhere.” In his willingness to stand up for people who are not his own flesh and blood, righteous ones whom he does not know and of whose existence, in fact, he can only speculate, people who, taken one at a time, mean nothing to him but for their righteousness—people who are, in the cynic’s terminology of casual dismissal, “abstractions”—he is the model of an Enlightenment hero. He is interceding in the lives of men as God intercedes in the lives of men. He is standing up to God. God has created the threshold by taking Abraham into His confidence, but it is Abraham who has walked in.

It is at this moment that Abraham suggests some of the complexities of having been chosen. He rises above the patriarchal deference that his contemporaries practice. Abraham is far better known, of course, for being willing, later on, to sacrifice his beloved son strictly because God decides to put him to a test. At that justly famous juncture, God’s commandment—Obey!—becomes sufficient reason for an unspeakable act, and Abraham wordlessly complies. Perhaps he tells himself that because Isaac, whom he loves dearly, would not have been conceived without the intervention of God, God still owns him, in some sense. To use contemporary parlance, God has moved the goalpost, and Abraham does not dispute His right to do so. On this occasion, God does not renew His promise of numbers or land or blessedness before issuing his command, and Abraham refrains from asking for any renewed promise of a quid pro quo. It is only after the ram arrives to substitute for Isaac on the altar that the angel of God speaks up with a repeat promise of divine bounty for Abraham’s offspring. Whatever you want to say about Abraham’s morals at the time of the Isaac test—Kierkegaard was neither the first nor the last to argue that Abraham’s greatness lies in his understanding that religious reason is higher than ethical reason—it is the Sodom and Gomorrah story that places Abraham squarely in the history of justice. By confronting God, Abraham acquires the distinction that might have warranted his divine election.

But note: he does so only retroactively, after he has gotten to know God and after God, more to the point, has gotten to know him. Which leads to another serious question about chosenness. If Abraham, the founding father, could tolerate the burdens of divine election only after engaging in a prolonged dialogue with the Almighty, how might his descendants, who lack firsthand knowledge of God, react to the notion that they have been singled out by virtue of descent? What is Isaac to make of this story, or Jacob, or the sons and grandsons and great-grandsons of Jacob, or the others in turn? In times of tribulation, how will Abraham’s descendants take courage? How will they revive the sheer impact of God’s start-up command, the unprecedented enormity of an event they did not witness with their own eyes and ears?

These are not rhetorical questions. From Sinai onward, when God’s contract with a handful of chosen men makes way for a contract with the entire nation of Israel, the Jews are afflicted by a conceptual plague. The word of God does not wear well, and the people, accordingly, repeatedly, are flooded with doubt. Two questions gnaw at them: How do they know that they—not only their ancestor Abraham but they themselves—have been chosen? And what follows as a result?

The first question is, in principle, easier to answer: God says so to Moses during the Exodus. The trumpet sounds as God descends in fire at Mount Sinai. Smoke rises. The very ground trembles from the presence of the Lord. And still, as Moses delivers God’s commandments, he cautions the Israelites against thinking that God chose them for any good and particular reason. “The Lord,” he tells them, “did not set his love upon you, nor choose you, because you were more in number than any people; for you were the fewest of all people.” They were few, then, but perhaps they were also righteous? No such luck: “Not for thy righteousness, or for the uprightness of thine heart, dost thou go to possess their land: but for the wickedness of these nations the Lord thy God doth drive them out from before thee . . .” Your virtue, in other words, is that you lack the others’ vices. You are only the lesser evil—“stiff-necked,” in fact.

How fully the Israelites live up to their reputation! Again and again, their faith crumbles and they transgress. The Jews, who were supposed to have been the deliverance of all mankind, turn out to be fearful and faltering. No matter that God leads them in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night—they grumble, or worse. When God speaks to Moses at Mount Sinai, reinstates the covenant, and for the first time issues specific instructions to tell the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob about the splendors He has in mind for them, He says this: “Now, therefore, if ye will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then ye shall be a peculiar treasure unto me above all people: for all the earth is mine: And ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” The Israelites, in unison, shout out their acceptance in no uncertain terms: “All that the Lord hath spoken we will do.”

But they will not. They are laughably unreliable. It would seem to be in their nature to be unreliable. Having watched Moses climb the mountain, having seen him there wrapped in a cloud that they have learned to recognize as the very garment of God, they still cannot bring themselves to behave properly. The very presence of God seems not to matter in the slightest. They refuse to be bound by their own pledge.

Is there no end to the iniquity of the chosen? They are always in a hurry to forget. They are fickle and impatient. They are, the Bible says, “corrupt,” “utterly corrupt,” “warped and crooked,” “foolish and unwise,” “a perverse generation, children who are unfaithful,” “a nation without sense.” While Moses is receiving the Lord’s commandments, his people are already in the market for new gods. Bluntly rejecting God’s explicit instruction, Aaron casts for them a golden idol in the shape of a calf. Whereupon God commands nothing less than total destruction of this stiff-necked people. Moses, like Abraham before him, intercedes, and God relents; in the end, He is satisfied with the slaughter of a mere three thousand—three thousand—sinners. As if this is not enough, God proceeds to visit a plague on the survivors. He threatens them and their descendants with earth-devouring fires, pestilence and more plague, slaughter and terror, untold calamities. It would seem that the Jews are forever in arrears. To be chosen, it seems, is not to understand. It is to rebel, transgress, and be punished.

The Torah throughout is a chronicle of miseries and defeats punctuated by miracles and epiphanies of resolution. After Moses dies, God repeats His instructions to Joshua, and again the Israelites pledge obedience: “Whatever you have commanded us we will do, and wherever you send us we will go. Just as we fully obeyed Moses, so we will obey you.” Still, the Israelites suffer from paralysis of the will. They refuse to bind themselves. They might almost be defined as the people who forget. Memory is a wasting asset. No matter how many times they swear allegiance to God, no matter how many rituals they perform to keep God close, the Israelites will “prostitute themselves to . . . foreign gods.” The covenant would seem to be self-canceling—it foresees its own demise. It is always on the verge of expiring. Payment on the debt is never-ending.

What Was Promised?

What is chosenness good for, then? This inexhaustible question forces itself upon the Jews.

During the circuitous route to the Promised Land, Moses accuses the Israelites: “You rebelled against the command of the Lord your God. You grumbled in your tents and said, ‘The Lord hates us; so He brought us out of Egypt to deliver us into the hands of the Amorites to destroy us.’” In other words, you, the chosen people, fear that God does not protect you unconditionally. Chosenness is no comfort. To the contrary: it feels like a sentence. It invites perpetual failure, permanent indebtedness to God, and anxiety in the face of God’s wrath. You will never be done trying to satisfy Him. There will be more curses than blessings. No wonder you rebel and are arrogant. You may go so far as to think that the Lord chose you in order to see you destroyed. Better—you might think—not to have been chosen at all.

In his closing testament to the Israelites, Moses cannot even bring himself to declare that the chosen people are a superior people. Or rather, if they are to prove themselves superior, the proof is deferred until an indefinite future. For they, like Abraham, were not stamped with this value from their origin. Even on the verge of the Promised Land, God saddles the Israelites with the knowledge that they did nothing to warrant their special status.

In the course of the Exodus story, then, the mystery of chosenness only deepens. Chosenness, it turns out, is not automatically renewed. As the covenant had to be restated for Abraham and then again for his descendants at Mount Sinai, it has to be renewed yet again for them, and on behalf of all their descendants, by proxy, in a sense, in perpetuity: “Neither with you only do I make this covenant and this oath; But with him that standeth here with us this day before the Lord our God, and also with him that is not here with us this day.”

The same logic of intergenerational membership in the covenant informs the Passover Haggadah, the religious text that retells the story of the Exodus. One of its high points is the story of the Four Sons, representing four distinct approaches to the difficult question of how one can know for sure that one has been chosen. Most instructive is the tale of the Wicked Son, who issues this challenge: “What is this service to you?” The text is fierce in response: “He says ‘to you,’ but not to him! By thus excluding himself from the community, he has denied that which is fundamental. You, therefore, blunt his teeth and say to him: ‘It is because of this that the Lord did for me when I left Egypt’; ‘for me’—but not for him! If he had been there, he would not have been redeemed!” In other words, the wickedness of the Wicked Son lies in his failure to see that the covenant is actually an eternal recurrence that binds him as surely as it did his forefathers who received the covenant at a specific moment in human history on a specific mountain in the desert. Every Jew, the Haggadah tells us, must consider himself to have been redeemed personally from the house of bondage. Every Jew must see himself as standing at the foot of the mountain, receiving the covenant firsthand. Even if we reject the metaphysical claim of Orthodoxy—that all Jewish souls who would ever inhabit the earth were present at Sinai—the Haggadah affirms that by retelling the story of the Exodus and the covenant each year and passing it along from generation to generation, Jews confront the problem of chosenness in the present tense and are repeatedly given the chance to imagine themselves in their ancestors’ place, free to accept or reject the word of God.

OEBPS/images/fflap.jpg
U.S. $26.00
Can. $29.99

thought that their nations were chosen, in perpetuity, to
do God’s work. This belief in divine election is a potent,
living force, one that has guided and shaped both peoples
and nations throughout their history and continues to do
5o to this day. Through great adversity and despite serious
challenges, Americans and Jews, leaders and followers,
have repeatedly faced the world fortified by a sense that
their nation has a providential destiny.

As Todd Gitlin and Liel Leibovitz argue in this
original and provocative book, what unites the two allies
in a “special friendship” is less common strategic interests
than this deep-seated and lasting theological belief that
they were chosen by God.

The United States and Israel each has understood
itself as a nation placed on earth to deliver a singular
message of enlightenment to a benighted world. Each
has stumbled through history wrestling with this strange
concept of chosenness, trying both to grasp the meaning
of divine election and to bear the burden it placed them
under. It was this idea that provided an indispensable
justification when the Americans made a revolution
against Britain, went to war with and expelled the
Indians, expanded westward, built an overseas empire,
and most recently waged war in Iraq. The equivalent idea
gave rise to the Jewish people in the first place, sustained
them in exodus and exile, and later animated the Zionist
movement, inspiring the Israelis to vanquish their
enemies and conquer the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.
Everywhere you look in American and Israeli history, the
idea of chosenness is there.

The Chosen Peoples delivers a bold new take on
both nations’ histories. It shows how deeply the idea
of chosenness has affected not only their enthusiasts
but also their antagonists. It digs deeply beneath the
superficialities of headlines, the details of negotiations,
the excuses and justifications that keep cropping up
for both nations” successes and failures. It shows how
deeply ingrained is the idea of a chosen people in both
nations’ histories—and yet how complicated that idea

really is. And it offers interpretations of chosenness

(continued on back flap)
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