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A TASTE OF JUDAISM

Rabbi Suzanne Singer
[Hillel] would say:  “If I am not for myself, who will be for me?  
And if I am only for myself, what am I?  And if not now, when?”






(Pirkei Avot 1:14)

Do not separate yourself from the community. 






(Hillel)
Alone.  A Jew is nothing, but if he is with other Jews he is a force, because then automatically he inherits all the strengths and the tears, all the despairs and all the joys of his ancestors.  A Jew alone cannot be a Jew.  A Jew can be Jewish only if she is part of a community.






(Elie Wiesel)

Living is not a private affair of the individual.

Living is what man does with God’s time, what man does with God’s world.




(Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man)
You stand this day, all of you, before Adonai, your God, your tribal heads, your elders and your officials, all the men of Israel, your children, your wives, even the stranger in your camp, from the woodchopper to the water drawer, to enter the covenant of Adonai, your God, which Adonai, your God is making with you this day, with its sanctions; to the end that God may establish you this day as God’s people and be your God, as God promised you and swore to your ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  I make this covenant, with its sanctions, not with you alone, but with those who are standing here with us this day before Adonai, your God and with those who are not with us here this day.





     (Deuteronomy 29:9-14)
All Israel is responsible for one another.

(Babylonian Talmud Shevuot 39a)
Now, therefore, if you will listen to My voice and keep my covenant, then you shall be My own treasure from among all peoples; for all the earth is Mine; and you shall be unto Me a nation of priests, and a holy people.





      (Exodus 19:5-6)

You alone have I singled out of all the families of the earth.  That is why I will visit upon you all your sins.





        (Amos 3:2)

We learn to drive, to swim, to throw a football, or to play the piano not by reading a book about how to do it, but by watching people do it correctly and trying to imitate them…. The Jewish people were [chosen by God] to be a “pilot project,” a demonstration community.  God would give them explicit instructions about how to carry on the God-centered life.  If they did it . . . they would bring the other peoples of the world to see how satisfying it is to live that way.





        (Harold Kushner, To Life, p. 31)

The idea of Israel as the chosen people, must, therefore, be understood as belonging to a thought-world which we no longer inhabit.  It fits in with a set of ideas that were congruous and rational enough in their day.  But it can no longer help us to understand relations, or to orient ourselves to conditions, as they exist today.  The very notion that a people can for all time be the elect of God implies an epic or dramatic conception of history, a history predetermined in form and aim.  Nowadays for any people to call itself “chosen” is to be guilty of self-infatuation.

(Mordecai Kaplan,  The Future of the American Jew)

What does the Voice of Auschwitz command?  Jews are forbidden to hand Hitler posthumous victories.  They are commanded to survive as Jews, lest the Jewish people perish.  They are commanded to remember the victims of Auschwitz, lest their memory perish.  They are forbidden to despair of man and his world, and to escape into either cynicism or otherworldliness, lest they cooperate in delivering the world over to the forces of Auschwitz.  Finally, they are forbidden to despair of the God of Israel, lest Judaism perish.  A secularist Jew cannot make himself believe by a mere act of will, nor can he be commanded to do so…. And a religious Jew who has stayed with his God may be forced into new, possibly revolutionary relationships with Him.  One possibility, however, is wholly unthinkable.  A Jew may not respond to Hitler’s attempt to destroy Judaism by himself cooperating in its destruction.  In ancient times, the unthinkable Jewish sin was idolatry.  Today, it is to respond to Hitler by doing his work.



(Emil L. Fackenheim, God’s Presence in History)

The Jew’s religion is but one element in his life that is challenged by the present environment…. Judaism…is…something far more comprehensive than Jewish religion.  It includes that nexus of a history, literature, language, social organization, folk sanctions, standards of conduct, social and spiritual ideals, and esthetic values which in their totality form a civilization.  





(Mordecai Kaplan, Judaism as a Civilization)

All ethical principles concern the mutual relations between a person and another person, and are given for the benefit of society.  Imagine a person who is alone and has no connection whatever with anyone else; none of that persons ethical qualities would be exercised or needed.

They are necessary and useful only when a person comes into contact with others...






(Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed)
These are the things the fruits of which a person enjoys in this world,

while the principal endures for the world to come:

to honor father and mother, to perform acts of love and kindness,

to attend the house of study daily, to welcome the stranger,

to visit the sick, to rejoice with bride and groom,

to accompany the deceased to their rest, to pray with sincerity,

to make peace between one person and another.

And the study of Torah is equal to them all because it leads to them all.






(Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 127a)
Some Values that Jews fulfill through Community
1.
Ahavat Re’ah - Love your neighbor as yourself.  -- Leviticus 19:18

2.
Hach’nasat Orchim - Hospitality -- as in Genesis 18:1ff
3.
Bikkur Cholim - Visiting the Sick -- as in Genesis 18:1ff

4.
Hiddur p’nay zakayn - Respect for the elderly - You shall rise before the aged and show deference to the elderly... -- Leviticus 19:32
5.
Tzedek - Social Justice - Justice, justice shall you pursue... -- Deuteronomy 16:20

6.
Shalom - Pursuit of peace - Be as the sons of Aaron, loving peace and pursuing peace, loving all people...  -- 
Mishnah Avot 1:12
7.
K’vod Ha-mayt - Honoring the dead

8.
Nichum Avaylim - Comforting the bereaved

9.
Gemilut Chasadim - Acts of lovingkindness - The world is sustained by three things:  Torah (study), worship, and acts of lovingkindness.  -- Pirke Avot 1:2
10.
Avodah Ha’kadosh - Sacred communal worship

11.
Talmud Torah - Study of Torah
The synagogue is where Jews are made, where the individual soul and the community are joined. It is the place where modernity and eternity cross-fertilize,where the seeds of Jewish identity are sown.  All other institutions in Jewish life are created by Jews. Only the synagogue creates Jews, child by child, family by family. . .
                                         (Rabbi Alexander M. Schindler, President’s Address, UAHC Biennial                      Convention, Baltimore 1991)
Prayer is not a matter of coming to God with our wish list and pleading with Him to give us what we ask for.  Prayer is first and foremost the experience of being in the presence of God.  Whether or not we have our requests granted, whether or not we get anything to take home as a result of the encounter, we are changed by having come into the presence of God . . .

In congregational worship, regularly scheduled services on a Saturday or Sunday morning, I have come to believe that the congregating is more important than the words we speak.  Something miraculous happens when people come together seeking the presence of God.  The miracle is that we so often find it.  Somehow the whole becomes more than the sum of its parts.  A spirit is created in our midst which

none of us brought there.  In fact, each of us came there looking for it because we did not have it when we were alone.  But in our coming together, we create the mood and the moment in which God is present . . .

We don’t go to church or synagogue at a stipulated time because God keeps office hours.  We go because that is when we know there will be other people there, seeking the same kind of encounter we are seeking.






(Rabbi Harold Kushner, Who Needs God)
The Institutions of the Contemporary Jewish Community

  1.
Synagogue

a.
Beit K'nesset - house of meeting

b.
Beit Midrash - house of study

c.
Beit T'fillah - house of prayer.

  2.
Jewish Education

Beit Sefer - pre-school, Jewish Day School, Synagogue Sunday & Hebrew Schools

  3.
Jewish Federation

a.
Jewish Community Center, young, old, cultural, educational, social, athletic

b.
Jewish Community Relations Council - representative to the non-Jewish Community.

c.
United Jewish Appeal - Fund raising for Israel and many local communal needs

d.
Gemilut Chasadim - Poor Fund - Hebrew Free Loan Society.

  4.
Home for the Aged

  5.
Jewish Family Service

  6.
Chevra Kaddisha - Burial Society

  7.
Jewish Cemetery

  8.
Beit Tamchui - Soup Kitchen/Homeless shelter

  9.
Beit Cholim - hospital

10.
Mikveh - Ritual Bath

11.
Synagogue Movements

a.
National offices

b.
Regional offices

c.
Rabbinical Schools

d.
camps

12.
And all the rest:

a.
Shochet - Kosher Butcher

b.
Mohel - Ritual Circumciser

c.
Sofer - Torah Scribe

d.
Kosher Bakery.

Jacob the Baker by Noah Ben Shea
An old man was bitter and challenged the Rabbi with a complaint.  All my life I have searched for meaning, he said.

The meaning is in the search, replied the Rabbi, waving off the man’s distress.

Then I will never find the meaning?

No, said the Rabbi.  You will never stop looking.  The Rabbi held his voice for a moment, unsure if he had been too harsh.

My friend, the Rabbi began again, know that you are a man with a lantern who goes in search of a light.

THE MOUNTAIN OF FAITH:  A VISION

By Rabbi James B. Rosenberg

During the past several years, I have called forth again and again the same mental picture, a visual metaphor that expresses my personal view of the interrelationship among the world’s major religious traditions.  I see each religious community encamped at the base of a towering mountain.  The mountain’s craggy peak, capped with snow, represents ultimate religious “truth;” but this peak is so high and remote that it remains forever beyond human reach.  Nevertheless, over the centuries, gifted religious leaders have managed to blaze trails towards the summit, each trail seconds from the base camp of a particular religious tradition.  Because of the efforts of these trailblazers, all those with the strength and the interest can leave the base camp and climb upwards along a marked path:  the higher up the individual climbs, the clearer his vision of the peak.  From time to time a few exceptionally brave and hearty souls move beyond the trail blazed by their tradition.  They struggle upon the uncharted and dangerous heights as they make their way towards the unassailable peak.  

This persistent metaphor has pushed me to several conclusions:  To begin with, no one religious tradition is in possession of the “truth”.  Ultimate religious “truth” is not attainable because man is not God; the finite cannot grasp the infinite.  Moreover, even when a person has toiled far up the trail of his own tradition, his vision of the peak is at best only partial, necessarily limited by the angle of his approach.  Interreligious dialogue, then, cannot be a debate in which members of the team attempt to score points over their opponents; true dialogue is characterized by a willingness to listen with sympathy and openness to the accounts of those who have taken different paths towards God.

The Implications of Religious Openness…

If Judaism is not any “truer” than any other world religion, why do I remain Jewish?  I am Jewish because of an existential absurdity:  I happened to be born of Jewish parents.  Nevertheless, I have chosen to give meaning to this accident of birth by ascending the path towards the summit of religious “truth” blazed by my fellow Jews during the past four thousand years.  However, because I have of my own free will committed myself to this Jewish path, I will never be able to see the summit from the perspective of the committed Buddhist or Hindu or Moslem.  My vision is neither truer nor less true than those who have chosen other paths; but my vision is different, conditioned as it is by the collective experience of the Jewish people—the people to whom I owe my allegiance.

A further observation:  No religious tradition is monolithic.  The view from the base camp, where most people elect to remain, is far different from the clearer and less obstructed view of the peak above the tree line.  To bring the metaphor into the domain of sociology of religion, there are low cultural traditions as well as high cultural traditions.  In interreligious dialogue, participants have the best chance of understanding one another if they find themselves at roughly the same distance from their respective base camps; that is to say, they ought to be at similar stages in their spiritual quests.  Furthermore, as the seekers move closer to the summit, their paths begin to converge; while communication at this point becomes somewhat less difficult, it becomes increasingly dangerous for individuals to try to cross from one path to another at such a high altitude.

Finally, this metaphor of the mountain of faith suggests that it is simplest to approach the summit by sticking to the path of one’s inherited tradition.  Of course, one can always try to cross over the path of another tradition or to strike out on one’s own; but without a clearly blazed way, there are numerous obstacles, many of them hidden, so that the odds of falling are greatly increased.

A metaphor is only a metaphor; a metaphor lacks the compelling force of logic;  Nevertheless, my personal vision of the mountain of faith has enabled me to listen and to learn from those who approach the summit of religious “truth” from paths far different from the one I have chosen.   

A Closing Benediction
Baruch ata bevo-echa.

Baruch ata vetzeitecha.

Yishmar Adonai tzeitecha uvo-echa me-ata ve-ad olam.

Blessed are you in your coming.

Blessed are you in your going.

May God guard your going and coming from this time forth and forever.

The Priestly Benediction
Y’varechecha Adonai veyishmerecha.
May God bless you and keep you.

Ya-er Adonai panav elecha vichuneka.
May God’s face shine upon you and be gracious to you.

Yisa Adonai pana elecha veyasem lecha shalom.
May God’s face smile upon you and give you peace.

 The Shehechiyanu
Baruch ata Adonai eloheynu melech ha’olam

Shehechiyanu vekimanu vehigianu laz’man hazeh.
Praised are You, O God, Ruler of the World,

who has kept us in life, sustained us, and permitted us to reach this moment.


