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A TASTE OF JUDAISM: TORAH/ETHICS
      Rabbi Suzanne Singer

1. Arnold Jacob Wolf:

The question “What is a Jew?” is both un-Jewish and unproductive.  I can think of many better questions, for example: “What must I do?”  “What can I become?” “What does God promise or seek?”

Jewish theology is the critical analysis of questions more than it is the presentation of answers … One of the greatest problems of modern Judaism is that we have the wrong problems: “Is there a God?” instead of “What does God want?”  “What is a Jew?” instead of “How can I become a Jew?”

… A Jew, says Rabbi Zalman Schachter, is someone who Jews … The Hebrew Bible consistently prefers narrative to ascriptive theology with good reason.  God is what God does … The Jew is as the Jew does …

This view has practical consequences.  It lifts “practical theology” above “systematic theology”; Judaism really knows only practical mysticism, practical psychology, surely only practical theology.  Theology for us is the art of mitzvah-making; it is the poetry of Jewing.

(“On Jewish Faith,” Unfinished Rabbi, p. 20)

2. Judaism is Torah, that is a response to God through obedience to His law (Wolf, p. 42).  In Judaism, there is no distinction between ethics and religion.  So what does God expect from us?  What does God’s presence command?  What does it mean to be a religious person?

· All humans are created in God’s image and are therefore equal. (Genesis 1)

· We’re in a covenant with God so we are expected to use our powers for good and righteousness.  Genesis 18:17-20; 23-33 (Sodom and Gomorra).  

· We are called to pursue justice (prophets).

God has told you … what is good

And what the Lord requires of you:

Only to do justice,

And to love mercy,

And to walk humbly with your God;

Then your name will achieve wisdom.



(Micah 6:8-9)

A Rebbe’s Proverb (from the Yiddish):

If you always assume

   the man sitting next to you

      is the Messiah

   waiting for some simple human kindness –

You will soon come to weigh your words

   and watch your hands.

And if he so chooses

   not to reveal himself

      in your time –

It will not matter 

     (“And God Braided Eve’s Hair” – Danny Siegel)

· We are partners with God in creation: we can help fix the broken world (tikkun olam).  Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav: “’The whole world has been created only for my sake.’  Therefore, man shall take care at every time and in every place to redeem the world and fill its want.”

· We’re expected to imitate God: be holy.  Martin Buber:

Before his death Rabbi Zusya wept as he said: “In the coming world God will not ask me: ‘Why were you not as Moses?’ because I am not Moses.  God will not ask me: ‘Why were you not Isaiah?’’  “Why then do you weep?” queried his disciples.  Rabbi Zusya sighed as he answered: “It is because God will ask me: “Why were you not Zusya?’ Have I lived up to the best that is in me?  What shall I answer?” (The Way of Man)

· Leviticus 19: Holiness Code.  We are enjoined to care for the stranger, the widow, the orphan.  “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  

A non-Jew once came before the sage Shammai and said to him: “I wish to convert to Judaism.  Please teach me all the Torah while I stand on one foot.”  Shammai pushed the man away with the builder’s measure he held in his hand.

The same man came before Hillel and repeated his request.  Hillel said to him: “What is hateful to you, do not do to any person.  That is the whole Torah.  All the rest is commentary.  Go and learn it!” (Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 31a).

· We are caretakers of the world (Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13).  “When God created the first man, he led him round all the trees in the Garden of Eden.  God said to him, ‘See my works, how beautiful and praiseworthy they are.  Everything I have created has been created for your sake.  Think of this, and do not corrupt or destroy My word; for if you corrupt it, there will be no one to set it right after you.’”

· We have free will.  “The difference between the wicked and the righteous is that the wicked are controlled by their hearts and the righteous have their hearts under control” (Genesis Rabbah 34, 10)

· Mitzvot are not just a set of values – the life of mitzvah is a life of discipline.  “Be quick in carrying out a minor commandment as in the case of a major one, and flee from transgression: For one good deed leads to another and one transgression leads to another transgression; for the reward of a good deed is another good deed and the reward for a transgression is another transgression” (Simeon ben Azzai, Ethics of the Fathers, chapter 4:2).

· Our relationship to others is to be a balance between selfishness and selflessness.

Hillel (Ethics of the Fathers): If I am not for myself, who is for me?





   And if I am only for myself, what am I?




   And if not now, when?

· Levels of tzedakah: the highest level is to help someone become self-sufficient


