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DIGEST 

In his two major works !!eadines~_for Religion and Religious 

TI?-inking from Chi!,9;hoo'!.._·to Adolescence Ronald GoJl{ilman has shown that the 

\ adolescent (Mental Age 11+) is capable of propositional thinking. This fact 

together with the results of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations' 1970 

survey Teach Us What We Want to Know, the excellent results of the topical 

approach to teaching as exemplj.fied in Schwartzman 1 s and Spiro 1 s T_he Li vin_!l 

Bible and the serious need for a text on Rabbinic Theology and Concepts, 

has produced ~e Livin_i Rabbi!. 

The text discusses thirteen questions in the areas of Theology, Death, 

Israel, Jews and Jewish Identity, Religion and Man. It attempts to show that 

to each of these thirteen questions Rabbinic LH.erature is relevant: the 

Rabbinic attitude is inferred from that literature. Tha·t the Rabbis did not 

create 'systems' of theology is stressed throughout the thesis. But, most 

importantly, is stressed the fact that there are parallels in Rabbinic 

Literature to each one of these questions. 

The text is arranged accord:Lng to questions (one through thirteen) 

rather than according ·to chapters. The first eight questions deal with 

Theology. Ques·tion 1 (How Can We Prove God 1 s Existence?) is divided into 

two sections: I. 
II. 

Those arguments based on reason 
Those arguments not based on reason. 

---the goal being to show that while the Rabbis did not spend their days in 

systematic theology, they did show sensitivity to the traditional proofs for 

the existence of God. Question 2 (What Is God Like?) is subdivided into 

L'·. eight questions in which the Rabbinic concepts of Divine omnipresence, 

omniscience, omnipotence (two questions), eternity, truth, justice and Man's 
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right to doubt, are discussed. Even though question two encompasses questions 

three through nine it is listed as a separate question to show that the 

questions (What is God Like?) is more than the sum of its parts. 

Question 10 (What am I?) discusses the Rabbinic concept of Man. 

Qlilestion 11 (What Happens When We Die?) is divided in-to ttrm questtons. The 

first (What Is It Like To Die?) shows parallels between Rabbinic literature 

and the work by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross in her book On Death aryd_P.~~~ showing 

that many of the at·titudes to death which Ross stresses as healthy and 

desirable, are found in the Rabbin1.c literature. The second question (Wha-t 

Do Jews Do When Someone Dies?) is a Glossary of Jewish mourning practices 

bringing together much of the research done ~y Rabbi Jack Spiro on the 

psychological implications of Rabbinic mouvning customs. 

Israel is disclilssed in question twelve (Why is it so important to Jews 

that Israel exists?) showing that while the Rabbis fel·t that Israel was es-

sential, they did not insist in Aliyah at the expense of everything else. 

Man 1 s role in bringing abolilt the Messim1ic Age is discussed in question 

thirteen (Why Was I Born, Why Am I Living?). 

The basic purpose of this text is twofold: 

1. To show the relevance of Rabbinic Lit.erature to the modern Jew. 
2. To help the modern Jewish adolescent in the formulation in 

his personal theology and attitude to life. 

ii 
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PREFACE 

In his two essential works in the area of Religious Education 

Ronald Goldman makes the following assumptions which we hold ·to be valid: 

(i) No child is born religious. Every child is born a-religious and 

has a potential for religious thinking. While children seem to have an 

instinctive sense of religiosity, at the feeling-emotive level, they are 

no·t bom with the fully developed religious sense of adul·thood. 

(ii) There is no religious faculty in the human mind. 

(iii) Religious thinking is basically the same as any other kind of 

thinking in that it uses concep·tion, perception and so on. In its develop-

ment, therefore, methods which apply to teaching other kinds of thinking can 

be applied to it. Just as it is essential for adolescents to understand the 

experience which gave rise to Archimedes• Principle so is it essential for 

them to understand the e~erience which gave rise to the Jewish principle 

of ethical monotheism. 

This book is written for the student of the ninth grade and up. In 

Ronald Goldman's terms (which he borrowed from Jean Piaget) we are writing 

for those children who have attained the mental age of more than eleven years 

and have developed the kind of thinking called "Formal Operations •
11 

That is, 

the individual employs logic Which moves away from concrete bases so that he 

can think prepositionally. The Midrash is within his capabilities. In a 

year or two he will graduate from the High School and enter Callege or 

University. 

There are very few books available to the Jewish High School student 

which speak to his level of thought-development (most 'speak down' to him), 
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and which prepare him for religious thinking in College. He will be plunged 

into a highly-critical and of·ten cynical environment for which our religious 

schools have not prepared him. 

Of the more than 100 published books in the area. of Rabbinic Theology 

and general theology which are listed in the Bibliography, only the following 

are written on the level of the student in the religious high school~ 

William B. Silverman's Rabbinic Wisdom and ~~h Values; Milton Steinberg's 

Basic Judaism and Sim0n and Bial' s The Rabbis' Bible. 

To our knowledge, there are no boolc:s written for this age group-level 

which present for example, the Proofs for the Existence of God with their 

refutations. The same applies to the other areas dealt wlth in THE LIVING 

RABBIS. It may be that the high school is too early to present this material. 

It is, however, our opinion--based on Goldman's and Piaget 1 s work--that the 

student in the religious high school is well prepared to enter the areas of 

propositional thinking that is involved in most of these chapters. 

In 1970 the Union of American Hebrew Congregations' Commission on 

Jewish Education (CCAR-UAHC) published in its Newsletter (Compass Volume 3, 

number 3, Spring 1970) the results of "a national survey of thousands of our 

students throughout the country to determine those questions, issues and 

problems which concern them most •• 11 The author of this Thesis selected those 

questions in the following areas: n1eology, Death, Israel, Jews, Jewish 

identity, Religion and Man. He used these questions to guide his culling 

of the Rabbinic Literature, published works and Rabbinic and Doctoral theses 

of graduates of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion. 

In an age in which Jewish you·th are delving into Eastern Religions and 
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occasionally leaving the Jewish faith completely and entering Judaism's sister-

religions, an intelligent, rational look at the answers which Judaism gives 

to essential problems of life and belief, seems to be warranted. It may be 

that more questions are left, unanswered than answered. If this is so--and 

all education should do just that--then THE LIVING RABBIS will be justified. 

For, if in s·budying the words of the Rabbis Jewish youth find reason and 

logic, then it seems likely that they will not later reject Judaism when 

confronted by the reason and logic of the College campus. 

L_ 
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INTRODUCTION 

Jews can't ignore the Rabbis. Look into any modern or ancient Jewish 

prayer book and the words of the ancient Rabbis will be found. Ask any mod-

ern "theologian" about Jewish belief and his answer will include concepts 

from the literature of Rabbis who lived nearly 2000 years ago1 

Jews can't i~1ore them because they can't ignore Jewish history. To 

understand what is a Jew one has to know the Jew's past ... -and the ancient 

Rabbis are giants of that past. 

This book is an Introduction in itself. The literature of the Rabbis 

is large. No one expects to master it in a short time. The ancient Rabbis 

themselves said 11To be worthy of the title ''Jewish Scholar11 you have to have 

mastered all of Jewish Scripture, Mishnah, Midrash, Halacha, Talmud, Tosepht.a 

Aggada.u 

There are thirteen questions in this book. They were chosen from 

hundreds which American High School studen·ts wanted answered. In the thousands 

of years since the Bible was written, Jews have produced many answers to each 

of these thirteen questions. The amnvers in this bool<: are those of the ancient 

Rabbis. 

"The ancient Rabbis" were those teachers who lived between 300 BCE and 

1500 CE. Thus we are looking at the literature of abou·t:. 18 centuries! The 

focus is their concepts and ideas of that literature (called "Rabbinic Lit

erature") --always looking for what is relevant for the modern Jew. 

The Rabbis were neither philosophers nor theologians. They were different 

from others in that they did not $pend their time working out elaborate systems I. 
I' 
!'I 
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of philosophy or theology. To reach their concepts the modern Jew has to 

infer their beliefs from Rabbinic Literature. The Rabbis lived their 

religion--their literature is a record of lives in which a philosophy and 

theology we~r.eJ;taken for granted. 

There are two goals in this book. The first is to learn what our 

ancestors believed. The second is more personal. In lean1ing about Rab-

binic belief it may be that our ~ belief is deepened or clari~led. 

Now: the first ques·tion and THE LIVING RABBIS ••••• 
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QUESTION 1 

HOW CAN WE PROVE OOD 1 S EXISTENCE? 

"The most significant feature of the rabbinical 
system of theology is its lack of system." 

(Ginzberg, Students, Scholars and Saints 1928 p.92) 

There are at least seven d:lfferent arguments which have been adopted 

to prove God's existence. They fall into two main categories: 

I Those arguments based on reason. 

II Those arguments not based on reason. 

The rabbis were not committed to any one argument or 11 Proof 11 (as it 

is usually called) for the existence of God. In fact they never formally 

argued for the existence of God at all. When pressed they justified their 

conviction that God existed in ways that can be related to these seven 

11Proofs for the Ex:istence of God. 11 In some instances the rabbis only hint 

at the argument. The important point to note is that the rabbis knew of 

God's existence and never formulated a rigid theology to establish His 

existence. 

I 

ARGUMENTS FOOM REASON 

The three arguments which follow are strictly reasoned and are the 

traditional three proofs f0r the existence of God. 

1. The ontolog~cal argument: 

(The word 'ontological' comes 
into English from the Greek on("Being" 
or "existence")+ logos ( 11logi'c 11 ) i.e., 
1ontological 1 means "Logically derived 
from existence") 

"Neither Jewish nor Arabic 
philosophers make use of 
the ontological argument 
for God's existence." 
(paraphrase of H.A. Wolfson 
The Philosophy of Spinoza 
Volume 1, p .122) -
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This argument was formulated by Anselm (1033-1109 C.E.) and made famous 

by Descartes (1596-1650). In its basic form (it came to be changed over the 

years) this argument reasons that the existence of the very idea of God 

logically implies God's existence. It discusses Psalm 14:1 which states 

"The fools says in his heart 1 There is no God. 1 11 (see footnote. ) Why does a 

man who wants to.deny God's existence have to use the word 11 God. 11 Surely 

there must be a God because he uses that word. No man in his right mind 

would use the word OOOBLEDYGOOK and try to prove that it doesn't existl 

Obviously it does not exist! Thus because even the fool has the idea of God, 

God must exist. 

OBJECTION 

It was Emanuel Kant who raised the strongest objection to this argument. 

Kant said: All right! Supposing there is a 11 God 11 which exists and which is 

spoken of by the fool who denies it and the believer who loves it: But just 

saying something exists doesn't tell us more than your idea of it exists. 

If you said a mermaid existed you have dorenothing to prove or disprove the 

existence of a mermaid in reality. So what's the point of saying the mermaid 

existed? Anyone can have an idea that anything exists. If you could tell us 

more we would be impressed. At the most you have proved is that the idea of 

God exists. 

Footnote: In The Livin~ Bible it states: " .•. nowhere in the Bible do we come 
across the slightest reference to 1atheism. 111 (page 18) 

NOTE: To "say in his heart ~1 there is no God''111 does not make a man an atheist. 
It does make him ungodly or godless (that is, a man who conducts himself 
as if there is no God. to whom he is responsible). An 1 atheist' is de
fined as one who, on the grounds of speculation, denies the existence 
of God. Such a person was unknown to the Psalmist. 
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THE RABBIS 

In its simplest form this argument did not occur to the rabbis. How

ever it shall be suggested that there are some parallels between this argument 

in its later form and Rabbinic names for God. 

"That which nothing greater can be thought": 

The ontological argument, in thtts modified form, grows o1:r~ af the 

belief that God is the greatest being that exists. What is the greatest 

being we can think of? Clearly it is that which not only exists in our mind 

but also exists in reality. Therefore God must exist! Anselm said that God 

would be less-than-perfect if He existed only as an idea in our minds. By 

definition God is perfect. Any being who is not perfect could hardly be 

Godt Therefore God must exist inrealityl Descartes ad€l.ed another element 

to this vi.ew: no one could possibly dream up the idea of a perfect God by 

himselfl The idea of a perfect God, therefore, who exi.sts both in the mind 

and in reality, could only be pr0duced by a God who exists in reali t.y t 

Therefore G0d exists! 

OBJECTION· 

Can you think what might be the philosophic objection to the ontological 

argument in its modified form? What are Anselm and Descartes talking about? 

Are they talktng about rolil:lngs which exist., which have the same kind of existence 

as human beings? It seems to be evj.dent that they are really talking about 

definitiGns. Words and the use of words are these philosophers' concern; 

they are ntl)t talking about things which exist at all! The most they have told 

us is that when. we talk about God we are talking about the idea o.f' God. The 

idea of a perfect God has to include the idea of existence. Granted that you 

oan•t think of a perfect God wUhout thinking of His having existence; that's 



a long way from saying that an i.dea of a perfect God proves that God actually 

exists outs:l.de of all the other fanciful ideas (like mermaids) that we b.avel 

THE RABBIS 

It is important to remember that the rabbis couldn't have cared less 

a'bout definitions. For them God existed, :h&d ex:i_:sted ~d. WlilulGl alw·a.YS .exist. 

Who could imagine li.t'e without 11the King of Ki:ngs" or 11The High One 11 l'>r 11The 

Height of the World 11 or "The High and Lofty One" or "The Heaven" as God was 
1 

often called by the rabbis? The rabbis b.ad 91 d:l.fferent names for God; 

it is interestirlg fo:r• our discl1ssion that these names are among them. These 

names merely express God as the gx·eatest Being conceivable by man. It was 
J 

not until the Jewish philosopher Spinoza (1632-1677) tllat the omtological 

argument was developed,; even then Spinoza stepped short of making tM.s as 

important an argument as the two which follow for the Existence of God. 

2. P.le C0,!mological (or causal) argument 

(The word 1cosmological 1 comes into 
English from the Greek kosmos (the 
world) + logos (log:i.c) L e.,- 1 cos
mological'~-meians "logically derived 
from the world. 11 ) 

11 The heavens declare Thy 
glory. The earth reveals 
'Thy creative power. 11 (TJPB I 
p.ll8; SOH. p.219; Silv·er
man p.89; Hertz p.429) 

This argument was formulated about 2000 years ago. Plato's (427-347 13CE) 

orig:i.nal argument was repeated and modified by Ar:i.stotle (384-322 BCE), 

Augustine, Aquinas and others. 

The philosopher works from creation in this argument. He goes through 

the stages of creation in the opposite dtreetion to the Genests account. In 

Genesis we read ON THE FIRST DAY OOD CREATED AND ON THE SEOOND DAY GOD CREATED 
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and so on. The final creation is MAN. Before anytbj.ng was created there 

was God. 'rhus the phi.losopher looks at creation (i.e. man) and deduces all 

the stages of creation leading logically· back to God as the Prime Mover. 

There are two principles involved in thj_s argument: 

A. Nothing can change or come into existence without a cause 

B. The world came into existence, it has not always been here. 

OBJ'ECTION 

Kant raised a si.milar objection to this argument that he raised to the 

ontological argument. He acknowledged that the cosmological argument may 

prove ~hat God did once exist. What does the argument tell us about Him? 

What does Me do now? What is the nature of the first cause? Thus Kant's 

critic ism of the ontological and the cosmological argument.s is that while 

the former may tell us that the idea of God exists now, and the latter may 

tell us that God, the Creator, existed in the past, neither of the arguments 

tells us what God does now. 

THE RABBIS 

It is easy to understand why Jewish philosophy would stress this proof. 

It fits in with Genesis and with the action of tho Prophet who looked up to 

heaven and asked who had created it all. If one believes that the world was 

created at some time--ancl Jews always have maintained this as a basic truth-~ 

and that it has not always been here, them. one naturally believes in a creator. 

Thus Je~1ish philosophy has rejected Aristotle's theory which denies the pos

sibility of a created Universe. 

I' I 



'··I 
. i 
;· f 

.'.-; 

}., 

6. 

The Bible was the Rabbi's best friend. He knew its every word, its 

every thought. He read the following lines with awe and wonder at the 

marvelous God that he had inherited from his fathers: 

From Isaiah 40:26: 

"Lift up your eyes and see: 
who created these? (the planets and stars) 

He who brings out their host by number, 
calling them all by name; 

By the greatness of His might, 
and because He is strong, in: .power 
not one is missing." 

:" I and Psalm 19:1: 

or Psalm 94:9: 

"The heavens are telling the glory of God; 
a.m:l the firmament proclaims His handiwork. " 

"He who planted the ear, does He not hear? 
He who formed the eye, does He not see?" 

With these lines we can understand why the Rabbis called God "The 

Ancient of the World 11 and "the First of the World. 11 God was often called 

"The Creator" in Rabbinic Literature and "The Creator of the World"; all 
2 

these names suggest the cosmological proof for the existence of Gt>d. 

The Rabbis were never faced with a Kant to ask them "So what does God 

do now?" They thanked God for being and for giving them being. It is only 

in centuries following the Rabbis that we get the building of theological 

systems by the medieval Jewish philosophers Saadia, Maimonides, Bahya Ibn 

Paqudah, Hasdai Crescas, and Joseph Albo. The cosmological argument is 

often found in the writings of these Jewish philosophers who lived long after 

the Rabbis of the Talmud and Midrash. 

I 
• ! 
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3. The teleological argument (from design): 

(The word 'teleological 1 comes into 
English from the Greek teleos (ncom-
plete" or "perfect")+ iogos-( 11 logic 11 ) i.e., 
'teleolog'ical' means "logically derived. 
from completion or perfection." 

"The order of the Uni
verse shows that God is 
One. 11 (Maimon.ides: 
Happalat ha-happalah 
quoted in"HUCA, Vol 1, 
1924, page 583) 

This argument is found in the philosophy of Socrates, Cicero, Aquinas 

(1225-1274 C.E.), Paley and many others. Stated simply this argument has it 

that the design of things implies the necessity of a designer. It is impos-

sible for example that the nitrogen cycle in plants and soil, the perfect 

movement of the planets and stars and the ex·traordinarily well designed 

human body were not designed by a Great Designer. God is the Great Designer. 

OBJEC'riON: 

It was Kant who raised the strongest, objection to this and the other 

Proofs for the Existence of God. He said that the teleological argument from 

design can be pro·ved or disproved; facts can be fo\lnd to support or refute it. 

Unfortunately it depends, logically, on the other twa arguments (ontological 

and cosmological) and thus has their weaknesses in it. It assumes that just 

because a house suggests a designer sa the Wniverse must have a designer. 

No one has established that what is true of objects in the world (i.e., houses) 

must be true of the universe. It could be that the Universe has its own rules! 

It is important to note, however, that even the·genius Kant admitted 

that this is a very strong argument. It doesn't tell us about the character

istics of this great designer. We have to infer what God is like from the world 

and history. 

_!!·IE RABBIS: - . 
It should be clear by now that God's existence was as basic an assumption 

in Rabbinic Theology as is the existence of our parents' love for most of us. 
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Many may say that God doesn. 1 t exist, or that parents do not, love, the belief 

goes on in spite of all. Thas God's existence was never doubted. 

Rabbi Akiba used the ~eleological argument to answer the unbelievers 

who demanded "Show me clear evidence tha·t God created the world." Akiba 

asked "What material are you wearing?" "A cloth coat" answered the unbe-

liever. 11And wh0 wove the cloth?" asked Akiba. "The weaver, of courset 11 

answered the unbeliever. To the unbeliever's surprise Akiba said 11 I don't 

believe you! Show me clear evidence that a weaver made it! 11 "Just loek at 

the cloth. Obviously someone.has woven it! 11 answered the other angrily. 

11So 11 responded Akiba 11 why do you ask for clear evidence that God created 

the World? Just as a building testifies to the existence of a b-uilder who 

designed and built it, cloth to a weaver who wove it and a door to a carpenter 

who designed and built it, so does the World testify to the existence of God 
3 

who designed, created and constantly sustains it. 11 

It is important to note that. one does no·t have to choase ot'le proof 

for the existence of God to the exclusioa of all the others. Neither n0n-

Jewish nor Jewish philosophers did this. It is well-known that in chemistry 

amalgams are made with mercury plus other substances to produce a new substance 

which has the strengths and weaknesses of all the ingredients. Similarly 

with belief numerous "proofs" are brought together to strengthen the final 

belief of the individual. In Judaism the cosmological argument was most 

'popular. 1 Howe-v·er, Jewish philosophers often strengthened it, with the 

teleological argument fram design. The wonder of creation and the amazing 

efficiency of the University were evidence of God 1 s goodness, unity, intel

ligence and, above all, His mystery. 

• i 
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Those Pro0:f's not based on Reason 

4. The arg~ment from experience: "Experience is more forceful than logic" 
(Abravanel, Commentary to Deuteronomy 17.15) 

"Throughout history, this argument goes," and throughout the world, 

human beings have had religious e:xperiences. There is 1 somethi.ng Real' sug .. 

gested by those experiences. That 'something Real' (or 11Reality11) can only 

adequately be explained by God. Thus God is the Reality behind every 

religiollls e:xp erienoe. 11 

What is this argument really saying? It seems to say that man's 

religious experiences amount to an experience of God. It also seems to be 

saying that any definition of 'God' has to have as part of it this 1experi-

ence 1 of God. 

OBJ'EC'l'ION~ 

Just 'beoalMSEi we <Ilefin.e God by sayi.ng our experience comes from Him, 

does not mean that He existsl The most that can be said is that the 

experience existed and perhaps we feel like believi.ng that God was behind 

that experienomt 

THE RABBIS: 

The concept of "religious exper:i.ences" was somewhat foreign to the 

Rabbis. While they said tlutt God is omnipresent through. hj_s shekh~~-

ra.rely is an 11 experi.ence of God" (literally "the in ... dwelling presence of God 

which everyone can experience), the only proof for God's existence. When they 
- 4 

said, "God is present in every minyan" no one would have thought to ask "How 

do yoa know?" The Rabbis knew because they h&d a perfect tradition that God 

~Present. .God is 11 our God and God of our fathers" and fathers do not lie'f 

Thus the Rabbis inherited a tradition about God which was as true as the Torah 
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itself. Jews today have problems wit.h theology, largely because no:t only do 

they question the Torah but they also qllestion the Tradition which the Rabbis 

believed in! It is interesting to note, however, that even though Jews do 

question Torah ~ Tradition tW.ey still. talk about religitnuJ e:xperi.ences and 

the many ways in which· such experiences are expressed. With the Rabbilll, we 

honour those who have that sensitivity to experience God. 

The Midrash heaps pra.j.ses on Nahshon ben Amminadab. When Moses 

st.retched out his hand across the Red Sea and the waters divided, the Children 

of Israel stood in terror. How could Moses expect them to walk into tho split? 

It would take a brave man to be the first; what trust in God that man would 

havet 

Immedia.t.ely (so the Midrash goes) Nash{>n ben Amminadab stepped for-

ward. It was he, who, amidst nniversal hesitation was the first to jump in. 

When everyone else was overcome by their own fear he felt the presence of 
5 

God and took the step which saved the Children of Israel. This sensitivity 

to a commancl.ment 11 Go ahead, do r~ot hesitate t 11 and the courage to respond to 

it is what the Ra'bbis saw as e:xperimeing God. 

Thl!ls for the Ra'bbis personal experiences with God were mostly in the 

past. Abraham,. Ml:'llses, thf3 Children of IsxsaeJ. and the Prophets had smch 

experi.ences. The Rabbis sharecl. in those experiences vicari.ously through 

studying the Torah and through worsh.:l.p. There w·as always room in the worsh:l.p 

service fo1• their own priv·ate prayers which they addressed directly to God. 

Gocl was there for them, they would not hawever, hav·e spoken of 'experi.encing' 

Him. The possibility of a personal experience was always there. It just 

;I,·. didn't bother an individual rabbi if it didn't happen to him personally • . , 
,I 

n 
n 
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'· The argument i'rom utility _(moral a.rgum~~2: 11 It b in Gad that morality 
has its foundation and guaF
antee.11 

(Baeck, Essence of' Judaism 
1936, P. :r;u.) 

This argument is based on the assumption that any belief whltch improves 

human beh.a.vi.or is just,ified: A belief in God is good for peQple. It makes them 

aot justly, live righteously and love one another. Thus belief in God is 

justified on moral grounds. Furthermore, everyone has a conscience; people 

may differ in there standards but every society bas ~ life-s\lpporting 

standards. 

OBJECTION: 

Jews questien whether belief in God necessarily and always leads to 

either j'ustice, righteousness or love. The Crusaders slaughtered Jews in 

their thousands; did these murderers not believe in God? Wherever Jews have 

been expelled, pushed, and persecuted, there have been "believers" who have 

either particjpated in the tox~ent or who have stood by and let it happen. 

A farther objection could be raised. Let us suppose that. belief in 

ghosts improved human behaviour, would ghosts thereby exist? EveR if we accept 

that belief in God ~ have a pesit:i.ve moral effect on. people, God's 

existence is not proved by that belief. There is just not enough evidence of 

man's conscience; did Hitler have a conscience? 

No one :i.s certain whether morals are produced by Society growing up or 

by God working through Society. The universal nature of some morals (which 

are held as "right" even though they are often broken) has suggested that God 

is working through Socdety. In short, God is believed in. His existence is 

not "proved" by the existence of morals. 



THE RABBIS: 

God and mo:r•al living were part of the fabric of the li.fe of the ancient 

Rab'bi.s. To deny God was to cut oneself off from all moral life. For the 

Rabbis a mitzvah ~bommandmen~? was inconceivable without the existence of a 

m' tzav~ ( u one who commands 11 ) ; certainly this seems logical! 

The Rabbinic ethical code and belief in God who is the source of that 

code, are two poles which are in constant tension. In the Supplement to the 

Mishna--the Tosephta-- this tension between morals and belief is expressed. 

Rabbi Reuben lov·ed to visit Tiberias. On one occasion he met a philosopher 

who asked him the following q:nestion: 

1rwb.o is the most detestable person in the world?" 

The Rabbi was hardly expecting such a question at that time. He thoughi> 

for a while and asked: 11You are familiar with the Ten Commandment.s are j'Y'O'U 

not? 11 "Certainly I am" was the reply. 11!J.IIhen yeu know of the commandments: 

Honour thy father and thy mother 
Thou shalt net murder 
Thou shalt not con~it adultery 
Thou shalt not steal 
Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor 
Thou shalt not covet 

..••.• do you not ? 11 

no f course I 1m familiar with them ... who isn 1 t? 11 answered the Philosopher. 

11Then you 0ll understand my answer to your question." answered the Rabbi. 11:He 

who is familiar with th.Etse mi tzvot yet does not Honour 
does mlll'der 
does commit adultery 
does steal 
does bear false witness 

and does covet 

that man is the most detestable person in the world. For by rejecting the 

!!!_itzvot he logically must be rejecting the m'tzaveh--God Himself." 

~~---· .. tJ 1lll.iool.ll .... ioll 
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6. Arpm.e.!!t fro!!! intui. tiotp 11 A man who aots in tui ti vely is dearer in 
the sight of Go~ than a sinner whom oalcu
latimg caution retu:rned to Good." 

(M. Ibn Ezra, Shirat Yisrael, (12o) 1924, 
P• 96) 

This argument is often used. It states that scientific arguments can 

neither pre>ve nor disprove God's exist.ence. God is lmow:a ey reve~lation; :man 

intuitively lmows when God is communicating with bim. A m.am who maintains 

this positiC>n probably says "I have a feeling that God exists." 

OBJEC'riON: 

How can I check your intuition? How do I lmow you are not mistaken? 

How can a community. agree on your findings from "feelings" which can. 1-t. be 

tested? 

These questiGns are commomly raised in objection to the argwnent from 

iatuition. The point is that people do have hallucinations! Freud has 

explained people 1 s fantasies and delusions.. Why (maRy ask) oan 1 ·b su.ch 

intuitions be delusions? 

THE RABBIS: · 

It is interestimg ·to ngte that the Rabbis inherited a tradi tio:D. w:llioh 

Witll. rare exceptions .frerwned. on unteerbaole intu.i. tiom. Thus we read im the 

first chapter of Pirke Avot: 

'~ses received the Torah on 
Sinai and handed it dewn to 
Joshua; Joshua gave it to the 
elders; the elders to the 
prophets; and the prophets 
handed it down to th.e men . 6 
of' the Great Assembl:y." (UPB I p. 165) · 

Note tha·b only" Moses is allowed to have the untestable experience. 

Those following him were taught the tradition from their fathers. Later 

Medieval Jewish Theology pl~s down the intuitive aspect of the MOses' reve

lation from God and emphasizes the evid~1oe. 



Thu.s the Rallbis believed that their lmowledge of God came from as ... go0d-

as possible evidence and not from intuition. Modern man has a proQlem because 

modern critical scholarship has established that the Torah was not written 

by Moses on Sinai, but written over a long period! 

whole Torah but, like those after him, he handed on traditions and added to 

the text of the Tor~. It is important to remember, however, that the Rabbis 

knew nothing of modern Biblical Criticism. The.Y tried to avoid supporting 

their beliefs with untestall>le in·tui tion. 

TI1e normal way of knowing God existed was--for the Rall>bis~-to be taught 

the fact from reputable teachers. Thus one's Rabbi, parents and teachers 

were witnesses to God 1 s presence. On.e could ask whether this "teaching" was 

considered the only way to lmow God and His nrl. tzvot. The answer is "yes 11 

but with four not~ble exceptions. 

The Mi.drash Rabbah discusses the emin.e:nt Ralzll:>i .Abba bar Kahana who 

said that 0n.ly four men gained lm0wledge of God th.rough. intu ... i. tion and not 

through learning.. These were Abraham, Job, Hezekiah, King of Judah, (who was 

part of the Davidie line from whieh the Messiah would. come) and th.e King Mes

siah. himself ••• who is yet to oome. 7 Somehow these are the only four who oan 

hav·e knowledge o£ G'C!ld 1 s presence and His !!E:.!:.!v.:,o,! without being taught. It 

is important to note that Moses is mot one of those who knew God from intuition. 

When it came to a choice the Rabbis chose education and example over intuition 

as leading to a true knowledge of God • 

. "Evidence for God I have found in the 
Existence o£ Israel. 11 

(E&nund Fleg, ~ I am !.~e~, 1929, P• 93) 

This argument asks the following question: If there is no God why 

throughout history and the world, have people believed that there is a God? 
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That is, does not the widespread knowledge of God suggest that God Himself 

exists? God Himself seems to be the only adequate explanation of this. 

OBJECTI9!: 

Throu.ghout history people have had 'knowledge 1 of a great many false 

notions aboat the world. Everyone used to 'know' that the world was flat; 

because this was believed to be so did not make it sol 

THE RABBI§: 

While the Rabbis did not arg11te for the existence of God from c0:ru3ensus 

they d.id see the Jewish People as testH'ying to the presence of God. After 

all Haman and Hitler have come and gone and t,he Jewish People go on I 

The Rabbis also felt that a Jew who left his commlinity W0uld fall pre,y to 

heathen practices and wu:ulEl finally become an atheist. Thus 11do not separate 

;rom•self from your Oll>Dllfl'WJlit;r" became a well-known instruction. The Rabbis 

knew that Jews su.f'ferea. The fact that Jews existed from one generation to 

the next and stayed l0yal Jews was, for them, some evidence of G0d 's existence. 

Thus the Jewish community's existence within Jewish tradition was central in 

tb.e Rabbinic pz•oo.f f0r the existence of God. a 
But what of the non~Jewiah comroMnity? This too was not to be ignored, 

the Rabbis believed. A man who isolates himself' from pecple--whether those 

people be Jew or non-Jew~-is like a man wt1o has no God to call his own. Such 

a man, in the Ra.bei:nic mind, was a pathetic figare. 

For example, the half legendar,r, half historic sto1~ of Rabbi E~ar ben 

Parata and Rabbi Chanina ben Teradion expresses this Rabbinic belief. These 

two Rabbis were arrested by the Romans. Elazar was arrested on five charges, 

Chanina on one. The following discussion between them is important: 



Rabbi Elazar: 

Rabbi Chanina: 

Rabbi Elazar: 

Rabbi Ohanina: 

You should be happy! I have been arrested on five charges 

while you've only been arrested on one! 

So? Even though you have more charges against you than I, 

you 1 11 be set free. I only have one charge aga.i.nst me and 

I 111 probably be burned at thel stake! 

How? 

It's simpl~· because you, Elazar, have made friends with 

these Romams. You studied Torah and gave them charity and 

your time while I just studied Torah! I'm like a man who 
9 

has no God.! 

This statement of Rabbi Chanina is very strange. Why is he "like a 

man who has no God? 11 It was Rabbi Huna who said. (and Chan ina is qlllOting 

him) 11He who occupies himself only with the study of the Law is as if he had 
10 

no God. 11 By burying himself in the Torah this man is saying that God 

exists only in the Torah of the past. When a man neglects the world he 

implies that Gad is not found there. Thus to neglect the1 world is to be 

1 godless. 1 There coli!ld be no ivory tower devotion to the Torah for the 

Rabbis! But the Rabbis gained strength in their belief from the fact that 

thousands of Jews believed; after all thousands and thousands of Jews 

couldn't be wrong! 

These last four arguments 11not from reason 11 differ from the first 

three 11 from reason." Experience, utility, intuition ancl consensus are not 

arguments from reason. That is ~ to say that they are not sensible and 

acceptable to many reasonable people (including the rabbis); they just are 

not strictly reasoned arguments. At times the Rabbis seem to have been 

affirming their belief on non-rational (not irrational grounds) as has been 

di.scussed. 

I' 

·---------'""'··~ 
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Conclusion and a final word •.•• : 11The best theology is that which is 
not consistent, and this advantage 
the theology of the synagogue pos
Se:ilses to its utmost extent. 11 

(Solomon Schechter Studies in Judaism i. p.231) 

What have we established about Rabbinic 'theology?' This chapter of 

The Living Rabbis has shown that the life of the Rabbis was inextricably bound 

up with God. Of the seven proofs for God's existence: 

I (From Reason) 1. Ontological 
2. Cosmological 
J. Teleological 

II (Not From Reason) 4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 

Experience 
Utility 
Intuition 
Consensus 

No one of these is ~ Rabbinic proof for the existence of God. Note also 

that the living faith of the Rabbis was the prodtwt of both rational and 

non-rational decisions. (The difference between non-rational and irrational 

has already been discussecl above.) Some of the proofs are only hinted at 

in the Rabbinic literature while others are expressed in full. 

This life-centered quest for God is the value and. greatness of Rabbinic 

literature for the modern Jew. If one approach to God is not appealing no 

Jew is bound to accept it as his own. An eagerness to keep searching is the~ 

important thing. 

Each argument for God 1 s exist.ence has to come from life. The Rabbis 

"lived God 11 every moment of the:i.r lives. In order for the Rabbis to ask 

whether God existed or not the possibility of the 11not 11 would have to occur 

to them. A swimmer has to step out of the water to get dry; if he st.ays there 

110 normal towel -will dry him. So, too, would the Rabbis have had -to step out 

of their l:i.ves of service to God to think of Him as not existing. 

:, I' ,.J 



It is a rare person who asks himself whether he loves his own parents. 

To find the answer to this question he wou+d ha~e to put his parents and 

himself under an impossible scrutiny. He would have to stop lov·ing them for 

i·· the period that, he is asktng himself whether he loves them! Just as this is 

f. an impassibility for him--and for ~ of us--so it was with the Rabbis and 

, their approach to the proofs for the existence of God. 

We hav·e presented the object.ions to each of the 11proofs" for God 1 s 

existence. Note that each proof ~be faulted. The important ques·tion is: 

Does proving that the arguments are invalid prove that, God does not exist? 

Not at all. For to say that an argument is invalid is by no means the same 

thing as to say that its conclusion is false. Just because a man can't 

prove his love for his parents daes not mean that he doesn't love them! 

------~-----···~ 



In.troduction: 

QUESTION 2 

WHAT IS GOD LIKE? 

In this chapter we are concerned with learning more about the particu-

lar concepts of God the Rabbis had. They built on the traditions which they 

received from their fathers and which thE1ir fathers received from the Bible. 

Every generation builds on thel traditions of its past. Thas modern man too 

has inherited concepts and beliefs about God which may be accepted, rejected 

or modified. The Rabbinic tradition, therefore, is a seurce of possj.bilities 

for belief. 

There are eight sections in this chapter. Each section approaches a 

common question about God and discusses it in terms of Rabbinic beliefs: 

1) Where is God? 

2) Do em God know me? 

3) What can't God do? 

4) What can God do? 

5) Is God dead or alive? 

6) Why is God called "The God of Truth? 11 

7) If God is just why does injustice exist? 

8) Is it a sin to doubt? 

This period of history in Which the Rabbis lived is part of the 

modern Jew's past of which he can be proud. His aneest.ors. had developed a 

meaningful approach to what life and belief is all about. Just as they were 

able to accept and fashion the beliefs of their past to their own needs, so 

the modern Jew must respona to his past and present needs in his approach to 

i.;, ;:.1 
,J.,.;_~ 



/ 

'" 

God. Perhaps the beliefs or the Rabbis can only partially be accepted by 

the modern Jew; as long as he knows those beliefs he can choose wisely. 

1. WHERE IS OOD? 11 The infinite heights are too small to contain You, 
yet somehow You can find a niche in the smallest 
parts of me. 11 {Solomon Ibn Gabirol{l021-l058) 
Selected Poems) 

That the Rabbinic life-centered appreach to God should at times touch 

every one of the seven proofs for the existence of Gad should suggest that 

the Rabbis were by ·no means naive. True, complicated religious systems did 

not occur to them. To blame them for this would be like blaming neanderthal 

man for not inventing the wheel! 

Thus it was not out of naivite that the Rabbis answered the questien 

WHERE IS OOD? with the simple answer or OOD IS EVERYWHERE. · God was with them 

when they worshipped, studied, ete, loved and in the final analysis, in 

every phase of thei:r lives~ Their lives were totally God-orientated. So how 

else would they answer the question? 

The following account of a meeting between Rabbi Gamaliel II and 

Caesar is a clear illustration of the Rabbinic notion of God's omnipresence 

(i.e., His being everywhere): 

RABBI GAMALIEL AND CAESAR: 

The Emperor, Caesar, said to Rabbi Gamaliel: 11You say that 'whenever 

ten Jews are assembled (for prayer) God dwells in their midst. ' My question 

is this: throughout the world Jews are meeting in groups of ten; they meet in 

!!!_inyanim to pray. If God is One how can He dwell with all the minyanim in 

the world at the same time? Just how many Gods are there, Rabbi?" 

Without hesitation, Gamaliel called Caesar's servant to him. To both 



the servant's and Caesar's shook, Gamaliel hit the servant on the neck!' 

"Why did you permit the sun to enter Caesar's house? 11 Gamali.el asked 

thE! servant. He received no answer and the servant h1:1rried away. 

"Why d:idyou hit my servant?" asked Caesar, not a little annoyed. 

"Because" answered Gamaliel 11He let the sun shine into your house." 

"But it is crazy to puxdsh him for that! After all~ how can a man 

be blamed for the sun coming in through every nook and cranny? No man can 

stand up against the sun 1 11 

Rabbi Gamaliel was ready to make his point. He looked Caesar st:ratght 

in the eye and said~ "You, 0 Emperor, asked me how it is possible for God 

to dwell in the midst of every minyan as our Sages have taught us, while 

there is but one God. 11 Caesar gave a slight nod ·t.o show he was following. 

''Well" continued Gamaliel, "You, you1~self have said that the s1m can·· 

not be prevented from coming in your house. Isn't the world God's 'house?' 

He enters it through his shekhinah (God's presence in the world) whenever 

and wherever ten men are gathered for prayer. The sun is but one of the 

thoumru1ds of stars which God created and has in His power. If His servant--

the sun--is everywhere while yet being one, how much more so, then, is the 
1 

shekhinah (God 1 s presence) able to be everywhere while yet being One!" 

Thinking things th~ough .••• 

Rabbi Gamaliel's Midrash expresses an important and central theme in 

Rabbinic literature. This theme concerns a twa part view of God which the 

Rabbis had concerning the question WHERE IS GOD? The theme recurs in the 

following discussion between Rabbi Joshua and a non-Jew. 

A non-Jew once asked Rabbi Joshua ben Karl].al the following question: 
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"WhY did God speak to Moses from the pathetic thornbush? Couldn 1 t He think 

of a better place to speak from?" 

11 That 1s a good question" responded Joshua. Let me ask you a question 

in return: 11If ·the Bible had said God spoke to Moses from a mighty sycamore 

tree, what would you have asked me? 11 

"Why did God speak from the sycamore?" ansv¥ered the non-Jew. 

"I thought so! 11 replied Rabbi Joshua. Let me ask you another question" 

"If the Bible had said that God spoke from a tall and majestic carob tree 

from which we feed our animals, what would you have asked?" 

11 I would have aslced, said ·the non-Jew, why did God speak from the carob 

tree?" 

11Aha! 11 exclaimed the Rabbi, "I knew that if God had spoken from the 

sycamore tree or the carob tree you'd have asked the same question. Don't 

go away! I real~y do want to give you an answer. The best I can answer is 

that God could have spoken from the sycamore, the carob or any other tree. 

That God spoke .from the thornbush is to teach us that there is no place where 
2· 

the shekhina.h is n.ot--even in ·t;he lowly, pathetic ·t.hornbusb;! 11 

The two part view of God e:xpresaed in the Rabbinic answer to the 

question WHERE IS OOD is called by the terms IMMANENCE ("remaining in the 

world" )and TRANSCEND.ANCE ("above and beyond the world"). 

When Rabbi Gamaliel and Rabbi Joshua referred to the shekhinah they 

were talking of God's IMMANENCE. God exists in the world and the name of 

this aspect of God which man can know and e:xp erience is called God 1 s shekbinah. 

But it is obvious that the Rabbis believed that God was not limited to His 

~ekhin~ (His presence in the world. ) Rabbi Gamaliel expressed this by stating 
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that God has the aUl'l and all stars in His power; he 1 transcends' (is greater 

than) them all. The shekhinah refers to God 1 s IMMANENCE which the Rabbis 

maintained even though they believed Him to be transcendent. 

Jewish prayer books express this two part view of God as "OUR FATHER 
3 4 

OUR KING" and "OUR FATHER IN THE HEAVENS" 

On a God who is both IMMANENT and TRANSCEDENT can rule mankind and 

the heavens. It may be clearer if we think of this t~m part view as occurring 

as immanence when man knows a feeling of intimacy with God and as transcendence 

when man stands in awe of God. The intimate and the awesome, Rabbis maintained, 

are aspects of the one God. 

IS OOD 11 00D 11 OR SHEKHINAH? 

This new name for God is puzzling. One could well ask .. ·' why the Rabbis 

didn 1 t keep one name for God and understand that this name (perhaps adonay 

or elohim (i.e., Yahweh)) referred to God in all His a~pects. Scholars mave 
5 

shown that there are 91 different. names for God in the Rabbinic literature. 

It is important for our understanding of Rabbinic theology for us to see why 

this is so. 

~ CIRCUMS'rANCES L .. NEW NAMES FOR GOD: 

The Rabbis inherited bel'ief about God from their ancestors. When 

the People, Israel, were in the desert, they were satisfied with a ccmcept of 

God Elohim who revealed Himself to Moses as Ya.nw:~. No one doubted tha:t the 

same God who Moses knew as YaHWeH was the God who the pa:triarchs Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob knew as El Shaddai. But while YaHWeH could serve to unify 

all the people Israel with 

"Hear Q Israel YaHWeH our own God, YaHWeH is One" 

in the wilderness, in the complex oities which the Rabbis lived in, this idea 



of God was just not enough. The reason for this will be clear. 

The Rabbis were scholars. They had only a scholar's 1book 1 knowledge 

/ of the animal sacrifices, agricultural laws, and priestly cults which were 

part of the 1 0ld world' of the Temple which had long been destroyed. The 
} .. 

Rabbis lived in. an urban society; every day the sodety became more and more 

' urbanized. 

Caesar's question to Rabbi Gamaliel II is typical of the urban-men-

tality of that time. The minyanim were spread throughout the city. 

The priests and their Temple, which had Ul'lited the people, were no 

more. The Rabbis wanted Jews to remain loyal to God. They felt the need to 

express their belief that God was everywhere and that even though the Temple 

was now destroyed it was not God's only place. Thus they developed the name 

PLACE (MARPM) for God to express this belief. God--He who is in all places-

was still with the Jewish People in their new environment as MA.KOM (the omni-

presen·t). 
6 

It was Simon the Just who was the first to use the word MARDM for God. 

It is the oldest term for God in the Rabbinic material, thus showing us how 

early this need for an om1ipresent God was felt. Knowing that man is not 

alone because God is ever present with him, the Rabbis could face their 

constantly changing and often a.ntagonis·tic world. 

~NCLUSIO_!i: 

The Rabbis argued for God's omnipresence (His being everywhere). God 

is God of the Universe, the Rabbis maintained, while yet they said "Wherever 
7 

You find the impression of human feet there God is before you. 11 
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QUESTION 3 

:OOES OOD KNOW ME? 

Loneliness can be terribly depressing. But everyone must be a.lolil.e 

at least once in life. If man is not alone; if a God who knows him - exists, 

man need never feel really lonely. 11 The Lord is a God of knowledge." (I Samuel 

2:3) 

In the Dead Sea Scrolls we find this prayer: 

11 Blessed art Thou, my God 1 
Who openest to knowledge the heart of thy servant." 

This prayer does more than say that God allows man to have knowledge. 

It also fits in with crl.iher prayers which call God the "source of kxaowledge." 

The Rabbis believed this. They realized that it stands to reason that if 

God was, is and always will be present everywhere, then he must have perfect 

knowledget Thus we find in our prayer books the prayer 

, ., ill1K 1 "I 1::1 

"Thou who dost graciously endow man with reason and teachest 
him understanding, imbue us with true knowledge and discern
ment (literally '1knowledge, understanding and insight 1 

) • 

Praised be Thou, 0 Lord, gracious g:lver of knowledge.n2 

Thus the Rabbis believed that God too has knowledge and He gives that 

knowledge to man. Thus the simple answer to the question "Does God know Me?" 

is 110f co-urse God knows you! God lmows everything! 11 However, they would 

hardly have been using knowledge, understanding, or insigh.t.iha.d they left 

things at that. The Rabbis wandered why it is that God has not given all His 

knowledge to man at birth. They e~lained this with tongue-in-cheek by say

ing that when an embryo is in the womb it does have perfect knowledge, or at 

least knowledge ef the whole of Jewish tradition ("Torah" in its broad sense). 
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However, for some reason, at birt.h an angel strikes the infant on the mouth 
3 

and all its knowledge vanishes! How do we know this? Have yo·u never heard 

a newborn baby scream? Why else would it scream but from being struck and 

having lost all that knowledge! Let no one tell you that the Rabbis didn't 

have a sense of humor! 

Let 1 s get back to the question 11Does God know Me? 11 What do you really 

mean by it,? What yolhmean seems to depend on what you mean by "Me 11 and what 

you mean by "knowledge. u 

A. 11Me 11 

Do you mean (1) 11Me in the past?" (What I have done) 
or (2) 11Me right this minute?'' (What. I am doing) 
or (3) "Me in the future?" (What I will do? 
or (4) 11Me and everybody else?" 

(I) 11Me in the past 11 

This is eften what is meant by the question 11Does God know me? 11 The 

Rabbis had a simple anrswer: "Yes. God knows the good and bad deeds that a 

person has performed in the past. Everything is recerded. 11 The Rabbis 

believed that not only did God know man's deeds but that he weighed them in 

a balance and rewarded or punished the man depending on which side of the 

balance weighed most. We shall discuss this further in our section on "Is 

God Just? 11 The following Midrash illustrates God 1 s to·tal knowledge of the 

past. (The first commandment. in the Bible is "Be fruitful and multiply" 

(Genesis 1:22) and Elezekiah was held to be an ancest@r of the Messiah, one 

or King David•s House.) 

King Hezekiah was about to die. Isaiah, ·the pr0phet, walked in 
both to visit him and to rebuke him. Said Isaiah to the King: 
"You will die because yo'lil have refused to have children; how 
dare you disobey God's commandment, you who are of the House of 
David!" 
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llezeldah was shocked at this attack. Sutmmoning up his 
strength he replied 11 I had a vision that all my children 
would be wicked. I therefore decided not to have any 
children. After all, aren't all visions from God?" 

11What could you possibly know about visionm? ridiculed 
Isaiah, IIYolil should have done what you were commanded to 
do-.-tp have children--and let God do that which pleases 
Him. n4 · 

Thus God knew of Hezekiah 1s vow to be childless, says the Talmud 

But look again: what is the real nature of Hezekiah 1 s vow? Hasn't he said, 

in effect, that seeing that his children to come are going to be evil--

inevitably--that he may as well not, have them? He has said that seeing that 

the whole af human history is worked out before it happens man may as well 

give up! Nothing is more opposed t0 the Rabbinic way of thinking. We'll 

return to this later. 

(2) 11Me right this minu·te 11 

If the Rabbis believed in God's omnipresence--that He was everywhere 

all the time--(and they did) then it follows that they believed that God 

knew that they existed. Thlils they could pray to a GQcl who knew them personally 

throughout their lives. The Jewish prayer book expresses it in this way: 

11Thou who prebest, the heart and knowest ou.r 
inmost tholilghts •••• "5 

and n·rou. know our thoughts before we utter them •.• You know 
our sins and our fail:l.Dlgs •••• n6 

both of which comes from the Yom Kippur prayer of the Rabbis: 

"You know the secrets of the world 
and the hidden thoughts of every 
life .••• 117 

While it is difficult to understand the swecial kind of knowledge that 

Gad must have--a universal knowledge of everything everywhere--this merely goes 



along with our difficulty to grasp omnipresence (present everywhere) and 

omniseieruce (all-knowing) as abstract concepts. Try and think of anything 

which is on the scale of the 'lllniverse; i£ is very dif.fict1lt. A student 

expressed it this way: 

"The awesomeness and almightiness of God would make 
Moses .feel like a worm in comparison!"8 

Tlle Rabbis could live with this awe. To them the "awesomeness" of God was 

simply on a higher plane than the awesomeness which they felt about man. We 

know of man being described as 11li ttle lower than the angels" (Psalm 8: 5). 

We marvel at the phenomenon of the fingerprint; that no two are the same. We 

look at the faces of our friends; even 'identical' twins have slightly dif-

ferent faces and often totally different personalities! We stand in awe at 

man's extremes of sacrifice and selfishness. The Rabbis, could stand in awe 

of the. · mystery of God becaase they saw it as reflected in and as an extension 

of the mystery of man. 

An excellent example of this is found in tractate Beracho·t. of the 

Babylonian Talmud: 

"'When one sees a crowd of six hundred thousand people oN.e should 
· say the bened.iction "Blessed be He whll> knows secrets. n9 

This seems to be a strange thing to do. But look at those people again. 

Let your mind's eye wander over their faces. Each face is different. Each 

mind behind the face is different. Somehow there is a secret of creation at 

work here of which we are totally ignorant. But the rule is established: 

every person a 'hall have at\ differen·t face and the ability to think his own 

thoughts. So we say with t,he Rabbis "Blessed be He who knows secrets. 11 

--~ 
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(3) 11Me in the future" ("What I !!!!! do 11 ) 1111.11 is foreseen" 
(Akiba, Avot 3:15) 

Imagine if one had to explain the Jewish faith to someone ~f another 

planet who had taken over the earth. If these new rulers of mankind.were 

insecure in their position, if they were fearful of being overthrown, any 

groQP--religious, cultural or national--would be careful in its portrayal 

itself. 

While the Rabbis didn't have martians to explain Judaism and the Bible 

to, they did have insecure rulers who were fearful of rebellion and of being 

overthrown. There are certain passages in the Bible which speak of the Jewish 

people one day growing to enormous numbers: 

(God promises .Abram) 

11 ! will make yo'l:lr descendEmts as 
the dust of earth; so that if one 
can count the dust of the earth 
your descendents also can be 
counted." (Genesis 13:16) 

(Jacob is speaking to God) 

"But you said III will do 
good for you and make your 
descendents as the sand of 
the sea, which cannot be 
counted because of their 
great number. 11 (Genesis 32:12) 

These passages, then, speak of God knowing the future and making that 

future known ta Jews. The Rabbis were not prepared to forego this belief and 

had to translate these passages even though. their translations might alienate 

their Rulers who feared that these numbers of Jews might overthrow· them. 

God's foreknowledge, therefore, was an essential part of Rabbinic 

belief. In the followi.ng st0ry, an agn~~>stic (an ancient critic of the Jewish 

.f'atth) tried to find evidence i.n the Torah that God does not know the future. 

He brought the following passage to Rabbi Jashua ben Kor}J.a in which God 

"Was sar•ry that He bad made man and it grteved Him 
t0 His heart. '' (Genesis 6: 6) 

because man was so evil that God was forced to bring tho flood to punish him. 
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The agnostic's que~stion was that if' God knows the future then He must have 

km>wn that man would sin. If' Iile already knew thb they why did He grieve at 

the flood which He also knew was going to come? If' God did grieve then He 

ooul<tbl 8t bave known the future. Rabbi Joshua's answer is from the life-

experitmce of the agnostic: 

B "Knowledge" 

11Do you have a son? 11 the Rabbi asked. 

"Yes .••• but what has that ta do wi tb i.t ? 11 ansTIIered the Gnostic. 

11What. did you do when your son was born?" asked Joshua.. 

11 I had a. huge pa::rty1 I was so happy that I got terribly drllmk 
and had. to be carried home t 11 was the reply. 

"But, didn 1 t you constder that the child might die som.e day?" 

110£ c~urse I knew that! What a cra:::;y question1 
joy we rejoice. At a time of' death we mourn. 
rejolced1 11 

At a ti.me of 
And so I 

Rabbi Joshua was ready to make his point: "So why do you ask 
your qtlestion about God? When man sinned it was time for God 
to grieve; when man was created God rEijoieed and said that it 
was goocl! 0 f course God knew man would sin.; this didn 1 t 
prevent him from feeling the same grief' as you will. feel. when 
yomr son dj,es. Your grie.f ... when your son dj.es--wil.l be no 
less 'beca:use you know a'bo1a-ti it in advance. God's grief at, 
man's sin is no less because He kmms about it. in advance! ull 

(4) We have already said that the question 11Does God know me" depends on 

eur '11riderstand.tng of' the w·ords "Me" and "Knowledge." You probably see the 

dif:f'icm.lties with 11Me." What about the word "knowledge." 

When y-ou asked the qtlestiol'l. "Does God know me?" you probably meant 

11Does God know me· in the same way as I know tha:t I am reading The Li !.i!!i 

~bbis?" We have already meted that God 1 s knowledge of you is the past you, 

the Present you and the future you. Is this the same 'kind' of knowledge as 

_I 
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your knowing that you are reading The Living Rabbis? If you could get inside 

this book, see all its fibres, understand how it was written and published, 

and then see who will read it after you and what will happen to it in. years 

to 

as 

come, then your knowledge of The Living Rabbis would be somewhat the same 

the 1kind 1 of knowledge the Rabbis said God has about man. 

Look again at th.e Midrash of Mezekiah and Isaiah. Hezekiah gave up 

because he said hist~>ry was determined ana there was just no reason to go 

ahead and prodluce evil children. In philosophy this problem is called "Free 

Will and Determinism. 11 Rabbi Akiba is the most well-known of thE; Rabbts who 

stat,ed the belief that even ·t.hough God knows (past, present, and future) man 

has free will. Akiba 1 s words are found in Pirke Avot "Everything :i.s foreseen 
12 

(that is, known by God before it happens) yet free will is glven." 

Do yotrt understand the dilemma? If the future ls fixed so that God 

knows it, how can man possibly have free will? The Rabbis saw God's putpose 

in the universe as part of HiE! goodness. They could not belleve that God 1 s 

plan ("Providence" or 11Determinism") would be for man's hurt. Man is free, 

they, s.a'iii~, to either be part of fulfilllng God 1 a plan 01• be part of those who 

frustrate it. How God could possibly give man total free will (witl:d.n the 

limits of his own btildy and nature) while yet dEr~ermtning the fmture was, for 

the Rabbis, part of the mystery of God's nature. Thus they called Him, in 

awe "The Holy One Blessed Be He" who ls so great as ta know everything yet 

· Prot.eot man 1 s free wlll. This h a real dllemma.. Later Jewish phllosephers 

compromised on elther or both of Free Will and Providence (or Determinism) but 
' - ·-·--

the Rabbis lived with the dllemma. They felt the evidence for both existed 

and so they couldn't reject either even though they were contradictory. 

~-I :• J 
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Conclusion: A God who knows is easy to pray to. Man need never feel lonely 

even if he longs for the company of other people. What kind of knowledge did 

the Rabbis believe God bas? Clearly this cannot be proven; does it make sense? 

In what ways is o\ilr life determined? Would total freedom ~ be possible - or 

desirable? 

Further Reading: 

Baack, L~ God and Man in Judaism. New York, U.A.H.C. 1958. 

Berkovits, Eliezer. God, Man and History; A Jew:l.sh Interpretation. New York, 
Jonathan David 

Facken.heim, Emil L. God 1 s Presence in History. New York, 

Heschel, Abraham J. Man is Not Alone. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1952. 

Holmql:tist, A. Free People. New York: Ou.terbridge, 1969. 

Jacobs, L0uis. Pri.n.ciples of the Jewish Faith, pp. 332-336; 339-3!~0. 

Steinberg., Milton. Basic Judabm. New Yorki Behrman, Harcol.lrt, Brace. 
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QUESTION 4 

IS 00 D DEAD OR ALIVE? 

IIQod is dea.dt 11 

"No :He isn't - He 1 s hiding 
in Argentina!u 

11And when everything shall 
cease to be, 

He will still rule in majesty, 
He was, He is, He shall always 
be, 

In endless glo:t'Y. n 
(Adon 0lam UPB I, p. 98, SOH p. 371, 

-Silverman, p. 42, Hertz, p.557) 

The Rabbis believed that God existed before creation and will exist 

forever. In the centuries that came before the Rabbis 1 people (including 

Jews) believed in Gods who grow and die, revive and decay. Rabbinic Judaism 

discarded such belief. Their's was 'an eternal God. 

While the Rabbis believed in God as THE ETEBNAL they still maintatl!led 

that Fie is infhtenoed by man. There1 are at least three ways in which man 

has such an influence on God: 

a) MaR's effect on God's reputation 
b) Man 1 s fate shared by God 

c ) Man 1 s effect on the Shekhinah 

Nate in the discussion ·that follows of each of these that the Rabbis 

believed God's essential nature remains eternal whlle yet man can influence 

Him. 

a) Man 1 s effect on God 1 s reputatlon: 11 If you make yourselves kadosh 
(holy, special, distinguished) 
I account it to you as if you 
had made Me kadosh. (Sifra to 
Lev. 22:32-33) 

It makes sense that the way non-believers learn about God is thN'l!lgh 

the actions of believers. A Jew who acts in an 1 unholy 1 manner implies that 

his God encourages such acts. God's reputation thus suffers. T'Ae word. kedusha 

when applied to God implies more than its literal meaning holiness but, "making 

----------------------------·· 
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holy." 

!lash em (the name) is one of the 91 Rabbinic names for God. The Rabbis 

used the expression kidush hashem which logically means MAKING GOD HOI~Y. Thus 

the Rabbis believed that God is made holy by man; that is, man increases God's 

reputation in the world. 

Just as God's reputation can be in.creased by man 1 s action so can i·l; 

be decreased. The opposite concept chillul hashem meant the destruction of 

the divine reputat,ion. The Rabbis further believed tha.t a public affirmation 

that Qod exists is kidush hashem while a public denial of God 1 s existence is 
1 

chillul hashem •. A man affirms God 1 s exist.em.ce by living ethically and morally; 

he denies God's existence by an unethiaa~ immoral life. In the discussion, 

the moral. argument for the existence of God it was pointed out that to break 

a mitzvah (a corr~andment) logically implies a denial of the mitzaveh (He who 
2 

comma:nds). Thus while God Himself is eternal--never changing--His reptlt.ation--

kiddush hashem or chillul h&sb.em--which does change is in the hands of those 

who believe in !lim. This puts a great responsibility on every· person, Jew 

and non-Jew. 

b) Man's Fate shared by God: Rabbi Abba said to Rabbi Nachman 
ben Isaac "Since the day of the 
destruction of the Temple there 
is no laughter for God. 11 

(Abodah Zarah 3b. ) 

The term. anthropopathism refers to gj.ving Ged human emotions. Obviously 

if God is not human then he cannot suffer, rejoice, weep or laugh as can 

human beings. However, the Rabbis invented an excellent device for expressing 

their feeling that God shares in the Jew's fate, that He suffers, rejoices, 

weeps and even laughs with them. This device involves putting the word 



) .. 

kivyachol 11 as it were" or 11if one could say'' before each anthropopathic 
- 3 

expression. It allows the Rabbis to speak of God in the only way they know 

how -- by applying to Him the same terms they applied to themaelves. 

The Rabbis knew what it meant to be persecuted. They could not 

believe that the God who was with them throughout life did not know the 

suffering that they were experiencing. Te them God has more ·than a sympathetic 

relationship with His people--so that He feels sorry for them--God has an 

empathetic relationship with them; God feels~ Israel. Through God's 

personal encounter with them the Rabbis believed that He became personally 

involved in their lives. He became stimulated by them--net changed but 

ercimulated. God 1 s empathy for them was (kivyachol) like the strings of a 

violin; when one string vibrates the others vibrate in harmorzy. Thus God 

ceuld share a _similar emotional state to that of thE! People of Israel with 

whom He empathizes. Just as the essential nature of a violin string is not 

changed. by its vibratimg in harmli,ny, so is God' s essential nature not cha.mged 

by His empathy. 

The uses ef' kivyachol te allow the Rabbis to be anthropopathic wh:i.le 

yet expressing Gad's empathy are numerous in the Rabbinic literature. The 

following are some poignant examples: 

1~en Israel is enslaved, God is as it were 
kivyaehol enslaved with them. 114 

The Rabbis imagine God saying to Moses from the burning thorn bush: 

11 If you do not feel that I am immersed in sorrow, 
then realize that I am speaking to you from the 
midst ef the thorns, to show that I am, as it were, 
(kivya.chol) sharing in their (the enslaved Israeli.tes) 
sorrow .n-; 
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That God was believed to be eternal has already been discussed. But 

the fact that God. can participate in Israel's joy and sorrow--that He is 

effected by Israel 1 s fate--show·s that, the God of the Rabbis was not dead, 

completely inmovable Being. God's eternality--His being THE ETERNAL through

out all time--is thus modified in Rabbinic theology by showing that He shares 

the effect of Israel's fortune. 'l'he Rabbinic God was very much alive. 

c) Man's effect on the Shekhinah (God's Presence in theW~) 

"In the beginning, before Israel 
aimled the Shekhinah dwelt wi.th 
all of them; when they sinned 
the Shekhinah departed from their 
midst:i' {Sotah 3b) 

In the fourth proof for the existence of God (from experience) the 

.Rabbinic belief' in the shekhinah as the in-dwelli.ng presence of God whi.ch 
--- 6 

everyone can experience, was discussed. There are two views expressed in 

the Rabbinic material concerning tne shekhin.ah. One view says " ••• even at 
7 

the time when (Jews) are unclean the shekhinah dwells among them.u Amore 

frequent view than this is that the presence of the Shekhinah among the People 

Israel depends on the behaviour of that Peaple. If Israel sins ·then the 

Shekhinah leaves; if Israel follows the commandments the-.n the shekh~ stays. 

Thus the general view· of the Rabbis was that there is an aspect of THE ETERNAL 

which is affected by man 1 s moral or immoral behaviour, 

The Rabbis said that the well-known sins recorded in the Bible cau.sed 

the shekhinah to leave. Thus the sins of Adam, Cain, the generations of' the 

Flood at the time of Noah, and Sodont, caused the shekhinah to leave the world. 

However the righteo~sness of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob--and of every righteo~s 

individual--bro~ght the Divine Presence closer to the earth. The Rabbis 

ne~er contemplated in precise terms actually where the shekhinah went once it 

----~~ ........ 1 
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left the earth; they were only concerned with keeping this aspect of God 

with them. 

Thas the Rabbis knew their responsibility. Each individual had a 

personal task to keep the shekhinah here. They st:dd: 

and 

"He who transgresses in secret pushes away 
kivyachol*the feet of the sh.ekhinah.n8 

"Every judge who adjudicates a case in truth 
causes the shekhinah to dwell in Israel's midst 
and every judge who does not adjudicate a case 
in truth causes the shekhinah to be removed from 
Israel. 11 9 

10 
'fhe shekhinah therefore is responsive to Israel's actions. Once 

again it is clear that God's essential nature is not changed by the changing 

position of the ~h~~h~~~~· But because the shekhina.h is an aspect of God it 

is not correct to say that God does not change. He does change--through the 

shekhinah 1s responsiveness--yet THE ETERNAL ,remains unchanged. 

Cancl.usion: 

For the Rabbis God was very much alive and will always be so. 

The Rabbis believed, however, that While God is eternal He is not 

totally unchanging. In the three ways in which man can change God are implied 

challenges to mankind. There is a challenge to protect God's reputation, to 

establish peace for Israel and all mankind and, finally, to live m0rally. 

Throughout history religious men have pleaded for moral society. The prophets 

and the Rabbis longed for the day when the quality of society in which mankind 

lived would be of the highest. In such a society God 1 s reptttation, Israel.' s 

* 
f!-vyach2,! also made it possible for the Rabbj.s to speak of God having human 
/mbs ( anthropomorphism) while acknow·ledging that thi.s was impossible yet 
Uffilling that· desire to talk about Him. 
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rate and the Shekhinah 9s presence is secure. In sYch a society Auschwitz, 

Treblinka and Buchenwald could never occur. 

Further Readings: 

Lelyveld, Arthur J. ~i_!!n 'i:_s Dea<_!. World Publishing Co., 1968. 

Hertz, Richard c. What Can A Man Believe? Bloch, 1967. 

l. 
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QUESTION 5 

WHAT CAN OOD 00? 

"If God is so powerful why does 
he let me suffer so?" This is a 
question everyone asks at some 
time in their lives. If God is 
powerful and wa11ts people to be 
happy, they should be happy~ But 
they aren't; anyway - not all the 
timet 

11Tbe. hands and tongues of 
men could not approximately 
describe God's power and 
greatness. 11 (A. Ma:r.morstein 
The Old Rabbinic Doctrine 
of God p. 163.") 

Above anything else the Rabbis wanted health. They wamted to be healthy 

in body and mind. When they approached their religton they did so with this 

dream in mind--to know health. The Rabbis believed that God gives this total 

1 completeness 1 which they craved. Of course when ·t.hey spoke of 1health' 

they meru1t physical and spiritual &1d psychological health. Anything that 

fostered these could be asked for from God. 

In their spontaneous private prayers to God--prayers which they them

selves created. and which they d:ld nf>t inherit--the Rabbis expressed this 

confidence in God. To ·t.hem physical sickness differs from spiritual and 

psychological sickness only in kind. Any sicknems is to be avoidedt The 

following list includes some of the physical and material benefits which 

the rabbis asked God to give thems 

Life 
Financial Security 
Strength 
Wealth 

Honour 
Safety 
Health 
Fruitful Land 

The Rabbis prayed less for material benefits, however, than for 

spiritual or, psychological or ethical benefits. In fact, while prayers in 

the Bjble were largely for material benefits, the Rabbinic prayers, were 

almost exclusively ethical, spiritual or psychological. Thus the Rabbis 
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prayed for: 

A Sense ef Satisfaction with Life 
A Life of Goodness (A Good Hea~ Good Reason; Safety from an 

Inclination to do Evii) 
A Sense of Feeling Blessed 
Peace (Love; Brotherhood; Friendship and Tolerance) 
C(msola.tion in Mourning 
And a Happy or Positive Outlook on Lifel 

40. 

No·t.e That_ these E.~ivate pra~er~ were added to the synagogue service by 

each individual Rabbi. In the communal service God was praised and thanked. 

What the Rabbis believed God could do is expressed in these private prayers. 

A place was left in the service for each person to insert his personal 
2 

religious feelings and experiences. 

The Rabbis never really asked themselves how God answers these prayers. 

They realized that man has certain ethical and moral respor1sibilities in life. 

Because it is God that~ rule the world, ~affect or influence manus 

life, s!£!s control history and is willing to help people, the Rabbis felt. 

free to create prayers which would bring their needs and feelings to God's 

attention. 

The Rabbis o:f'ten began their private, creative prayers with the word:3 

MASTER OF THE l!JNIVERSE. They realized tha-t, they could not know how God 

benefits man only that He does. The following two verses are part of a modern 

Rabbi's prayer which express the ancient Rabbinic conviction that God can give 

man physical, spiritual and psychologj.cal heal·th. The verses were written 

after a nation.al tragedy had om:n~rred in the Uni"ted Stat.es: 
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Master of the Universe! "He who makes peace Qn high, 11 

You are called. Do not make Your words null and vain 
as dust. Appear in the splendor of Your might; be 
filled with compassion for Your children; for they are 
deep in sorrow • 

Master of the Universet Lord of peace! Pour out Your 
spirit upon us; enlighten our eyes and open our hearts. 
And give \tls peace; give us peace.J 

Clearly, b alief in God as the MASTER OF THE UNIVERSE did not die 

with the ancient Rabbis. 

Conclusion: 

What can God do? Do you still have a view of God as an old man in 

the sky with a lon.g white beard? What dees this chapter tell us about the 

way God works thr0ugh men? Is this worth praying for? Is God worth praying 

to? 

Further Reading: 

Casper, Bernard M. Judaism Today and Yeste::rda;r, p. 91 "Rabbinic Teachings 
About God." 

Dresner, Samuel H. Prayer, Humility and Compassion. J.P.S. 1957. 



QUESTION 6 

WHAT CAN'T GOD IO? 

People like power. What little 
pQwer we have we guard. We are 

not. prepared to believe 
/ •·~ in a God who takes all our power 

frem us. 

"A man is led the way 
he wishes to follow" 
(Talmud: Makkot lOb) 

Rabbi Hanina, the oldest of the interpreters of the Mishna (the Amoraim), 

· knew that God cam1o·ti make men choose the way of innocence or guilt. The life-

centered religion of the Rabbis expressed this conviction. They read the 

following verses from Deuteronomy (10:12) 

11.And now Israel, what does the 
Lord your God require of you, 
but to fear the Lord your God, 
to walk in all His ways, ·tio love 
Him, to serve the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with 
all your saul •••• ?" 

and, with Rabbi Hanina, were convinced that 

"Everything is in the power of God 
except for the fear of God. ul 

Thus they believed that M&l is free to make choices and to discriminate 

between one belief and amrliher. God cannot influence man in this freedom. 

~1ey saw Judaism as a guide to strengthen Jews, to direct them into making the 

right choices and discriminating wisely. Insofar as God revealed His Torah 

to their fathers amd gave them the inspiration to interpret it meaningfully 

for their own lives, then God did influence them in this. The final choice 

is Up to the individual. 

The Rabbis were subjected to the influences of vast social ferces·--the 

constantly changing Empires of Rome and Greece. They refused to be helpless 

atoms. Their religion--the choices they made--saved them from becoming pas

sive members of their societies. 
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God could not make their choices for them. They made their own, set 

their own goals and produced a life of complete sa.tisfactien because of this 

/ ... freedom. 

(. 

God 1s way of relating to man still remains a mystery. The Rabbis 

believed that he worked through them, and through society. Most important, 

they believed that everything God does is for the best. The Rabbis were 

thus able to live with their ignorance of how G0d works in the world. 

Conclusion: 

Does man's power or God's weru~ess explain Hitler? Does the fact 

of the holocaust mean that God is powerless or man is free? Does man 

deserve his freedam? What benefits have come ou-t, of man's freedom? 

Furt,her Reading: 

Baeck, Leo, Essence of Judaism. New York Schocken, p. 139-140. 

Buber, Martin, On Judaism. Scllocken 1967, Chapter V, "Jewish Religioaity. 11 

Jacobs, Louis, Faith. Basic Books, 1968 pp. 29-30; 120-124. 

Miller, Alan W., God of Daniel S. "In Search of the American Jew .u MacMillan, 
1969. 



QUESTION 7 

WHY IS OOD CALLED 11 THE OOD OF TRU'l'H 11 ? 

/ ' False advertising is illegal. What 
about God? The 11ad-vertising 11 of Judaism 
about Him says He is the God of Truth. 
Is this a lie? What "Law" applies to 
Qod?l. 

a) The trustworthy God of Truth: 

"Though He slay me, yet 
will I trust in Him. 11 

(Job 13.15) 

The Rabbis admired any person who was completely trustworthy. They 

realized that even the best in·ten·tioned individual promiselil and finds he 

cannot fulfill the prtilmise. · S0ciety has always rewarded the ind:i.vidual 

who accepts a responsibility and fulfills its demands. But the plain truth 

is that people are oft,en prevented--by forces beyond their control--from 

being completely trustworthy. 

Not so Gtl>d~ For THE ETERNAL is mlhindered. The Rabbis believed that 

God had made a covenant (that is, a bargain) with man and He could be trusted 

because of this obligation to man. The Midrash to the Book of Psalms tells 

of a man whose co\Untrymen used to deposit with him their propert.y for safe

keeping. But the man was unfamiliar with the individual items of the peoples• 

property and he would make mistakes. Me would give one man another•s property 

and would occasionally lose an item or two. His countrymen, o£ course, were 
2 

deeply disappointed in him. He finally lost their trust. God, is different 

from man. Each night, said the Rabbis, every human soul is deposited with 

God· He keeps the souls unt:tl the morning when Ue returns each to its carrect 

owner. The ·trustworthy OOD OF TJ:'UJ'fH makes n(!) mistakes and no one gets the 

wrong soul! This belief in God 8s trustworthiness even when men sleep is 
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expressed in the traditional prayer said upon waking in the morning: 

11 I thank You 0 ever-living King 
Because You have mercifully returned 
My soul ·~o me; 
Haw great is Your trustworthiness1 11 

and continued in the Adon Olam Hymn: 

liMy spirit I commit to Him 
My body too, and all I prize; 
Both when I sleep and when I wake, 
He is with me, I shall not fear. 11 3 

If when men sleep God is trustworthy, surely He is just as caring 
4 

when His people are being persecutecl while they are awake! 

The Rabbis refused to believe that God had deserted them even when 

they were persecuted. They did believe that God's shekhin~~ (Presence in the 
5 

world) left thea world when society became evil. But, said the Rabbis, God 

would on~ leave the world unwillingly and even then would soon return. The 

Kabbalah explains that the trustworthy OOD OF TRUTH kiv:lac:!!~Jas it were) 

leaves the world like a deer rushing away from its pursuers; just as a deer 

always looks back at its purs~ers while rushing away, so the shekhinah looks 
6 

longingly at the people Israel when forced out. of the world. Man 1 s loyalty 

to his part of the covenant (bargain) restores the shekhinah. 

b) The God of Truth who demands honesty: 

"To be honest in business is 
to fulfill the whole Torah." 
(Mikilta to Exodus 1$:26) 

The Rabbis were optimists. God's world, they saw has a regularity 

and depe:r:tdability about it; nature, the seasons, the humm life cycle, can 

all be relied ~on--they are all the work of God. God can be trusted and 

man must strive to measure up to this example. 
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Complete honesty is never easy. Often business competition makes it 

seem necessary for a man to "stretch the truth" a little. The Rabbis all 

who knew Rabbi Simon ben Shetaclil.--Jew and non-Jew-- would say "Blessed be 

the God of Simon ben Shetach! 11 Rabbi Simon once used what little money he 

' had to buy an animal. To his shock found a precious gem caught in the 

animal's neck. His students told the poor Rabbi to keep the gem; surely he 

needed the extra money! But Rabbi Simon knew that God's reputation as GOD 

OF TRUTH was at stake. So He returned the gem to its owner Who, in admiration 
7 

and thanks, said "Blessed be tl\e God of Simon ben Sheta.cht 11 

J'li1.st as man learns how to live from God's attributes ("If God is OOD 

OF TRU'l'H 11 we must be honest") so God's attributes are learned from man. It 

is, said the Rabbis, from great men that we learn abou:t. God. They remembered 

the examples of Rabbi Simon ben Shetaah and others who had performed similar 

acts of honesty. The moral of these lives were 

"If the words of a human being can be relied upon •••• 
How much more can we accept God's words as being 
trustworthy." 

11Let your ear hear what 
your mouth speaks. n 
( J • Ber . 2, 4 ) 

The Rabbis oalled. Him OOD OF TRU'.L'H because TRUTH is reliable and so is 

God; TRUTH makes ethical demands upon man and so does God. The Rabbis earnestly 

thought that words were sacred. A written or a spoken word could nev~r be part 

. of "cheap talk" or "double talk11 because all the Rabbi believed in the Biblical 

Phrase 

"That which goes out of your lips shall you 
observe and do. 11 (Deuteronomy 23:23) 

They genuinely believed that God 1 s word is His bo1:td and that a Jew• s 

1'~'0:t'd ought to be his bond too. 

_[ 
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Conclusion: 

Some politicians get elected on·the ba.I.'Jis of statements that are 

exaggerated or untrue. Businessmen often do a. brisk bttsiness on the basis 

of false claims for their merchandise. What claims has God made? What 

promises are unfulfilled? 

~her Reading: 

Geor, Joseph, Wolf, Rabbi Alfred. Our Jewish Heritage. Wilshire, p. 152 
"Truth and Falsehood." 

Berkovits, Eliezer. God, Man and Hist.ory. Jonatha.:a David, 1959. 
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43. 
QUESTION 8 

IF GOD IS JUST WHY DOES INJUSTICE EXIST? 

Moses said: "Lord, is it right 
to give them and-then kill them? 
Is a·aonkey told, here is a heap 
of barley and we'll cut off your 
head? Or a man, have a gold
piece and go to hell?" 
(Simon ben Yoehai. Sifre, Num. #9~ 

Men have always tried to explain the existence of evil and injustice in a 

world ruJ.ed by a benevolent GOD OF JUSTICE. The Rabbis were true revolutionaries. 

While th~ believed in God's justice they complained to, argued with and cried 

at the God of their fathers who allowed innocent people to suffer while the 

guilty seemed to go free. 
1 

The problem of suffering was never solved. There are numerou.s 

explanations in the Rabbinic Literature. Then the rabbis tried to answer 

the problem-... not expla:i.ning it but going aro1.md it--in a desperate attempt 

to hold on to their belief in THE GOD OF JUSTICE while yet knowing tha.t much 

injustice exists in the world. Having failed to explain it, and then failing 

to answer it, they gave suggestions as to how to live with the evil and injustice 

in the world. 

a) ~lana.tions of whl eJi! exists: 

In their explanations of whY evil exists the Rabbis did not hesitate 

to contradict one another. There are two points of view in Rabbinic Judaism: 
2 

the first, that God produces evil; the second, that evil is not from God. 

-There can be no dogmatism in Judaism on this question; it is up to the individual 

to decide for himself. The majority view of the Rabbis is that God is associated 

With goodness and not with evil. He was not responsible for the flood in 

Noah's day and He is not responsible for the other disasters of history. But 

even though this is 'bhe majority viel1, there is still that minority view which 



sees God as creator of evei~thing: including evil. 

Similarly it is easy to see that the Rabbis differed on whether God 

"< is a GOD OF JUSTICE or a GOD OR MERCY. They finally said that He is both and 

'" 

that He occupies two thrones; when man's actions demand Justice--whether 

rewarding or punishing--God as it were, (kivhaohol) sits on the justice throne; 
3 

when mercy is required He moves to the mercy throne. The Rabbis never came 

to a conclusion -- which the,y could all accept -- as to when He is God of 

Justice or God of Mercy. 

Does sin al~ays lead to punishment so that the amount a person suffers 
4 

i.s proportional to the amount he has sinned? Some Rabbis said "Yes" while 

others disagreed. Those who disagreed. said that misfortunes, sicla1ess, pain, 

early death, poverty· and so on--have nothing to do wruth a man's sin; they are 

not punishment but just part of living. Pwrlshment and reward occurs in 

heaven and not on earth. Again it is hard to find a consensus of opinion in 

the Rabbinic literature. The possibilities-- from which modern man can make 

his own choices exist though. 

Those Rabbis who believed that punishment and reward occur on earth 

were divided among themselves on why this happens. Was God waiting for a man 

to sin or do good so that He could immediately punish or reward? This rather 

makes Him look like a terrible custodian ready to pounce on or pat manl Many 

Rabbis couldn't accept this view of God. So some believed that reward and 

Punishment do occur on earth but are predetermined; when a man is born it is 

decided what his life is going to be. Other Rabbis--notably the great Rabbi 
5 

Akiba--said that everything is predetermined (or foreseen) yet somehow man 

has free will to move in any direction he wishes within the confines of nature • 

. Akiba never explained how this is possible. The problem of theodicy--how evil 
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can exist in the kingdom of a good God who is all powerful -~ remains an 

enigma. As with all theological enigmas, not explaining it does not prov~ 

that God is neither good nor all powerful, it just means that the Rabbis 

didn •t find an explanation which they could all accept. The litabbls were not 

prepared to limit God's goodness or power to free themselves of their enigma. 

They couJ.d live with it. 

b) T,he enigma answered_but not explaj.ned: 

There are four frequently held answers to the problem.of evil (or 

suffering) whiah do not attempt to explain it but try to remove it by' 

answering it out of existence. (1) The first answer to the question ·~ is 

there evil? 11 is "What we call evil is not really evil but good; there is no 

evil in the world. 11 With the evidence of national disasters, a.ssassinat.ions, 

genocide, sickness and poverty, one could well be amazed at this answer to 

the problem. One could answer that if we are mistaken as to what is evil 

and good then that mistake is in itself an evil; why does the evil of a 

mistake exist in a lUliverse produced by the perfect God? If we cannot know 

what is 1good 1 or 'evil' --if the,r depend on a person's point of view-- is 

this ignorance not an 'evil?' Why does this ignorance exist? 

(2) The second answer to the question is found in the 
6 

Rabbinic saying sam zu l'tovah (everything for the best). This belief is 
. 

completely optimistic and says that good can come out of evil. Those who 

· remember the horror of the Nazi era would s~ that evil can just as easily 

come out. of evil. The expression gam zu 1 1 tovah goes further by implying that 

eVil !!!.!, bring good "in the long run. " Many Rabbis held this optimistic 

attitude while the cynios among them. said "Ah yesl But man has to live 

'in the short run of his 70-80 years of lifeJ 11 



{3) SoreRabbis--a minority--held that evil is necessar,r 

to highlight the good. Without evil man would have nothing to contrast the 

good with. Thus God created evil with a purpose--so that we might know what 

not to become. The Rabbis tended to believe, however, that good is able to 

' recommend its elf. 

and (4) The major:'Lty of Rabbis held that our confusion as to 

wQ1 there is evil in the world is a result of our limited intellect. Who 

knows, they asked, whether one man whom we call 1 evil' is comJ?.!et21! evil? 

From our perspective he may be a vile person; :ln ·t:.he context of history and 

in the perspective of his good poin·t:.s, his evil nature .may be unimportant. 

Maybe our ignorance of W~O, is a ~ad~JS .... ~ (a completely righteous person) 

and who is a £.~.s~a !amu~ (a completely evil person) is the source of our 

confusion as to why one person suffers without reason vihile another prospers. 

Clear~y there is a spectrum of GOOD AND EVIL people. At one end of the 

spectrum is the rare tzaddik gamur; at ·lihe other extreme is the eq11ally rare - ···=-- -· 
!!.Bh.B; ~1!1~· Most people are in be·t:.ween. The Rabbis were almost in complete 

agreement that the problem of suffering could be solved if we could only know 

at which point does a man shift from being a bad tzaddik to a good rasha. 
-•u• * -

It all depends on which way one regards him. If mercy is to be the guide 

then his ~.£ qualities are stressed; if justice is ·to be the guide his 

!_as!!! qualities are weighed against his ~ qualit;ieso The point is that 

man does no~ have ·t:.he perspective to see whether any man is on the !!~~a or 

~~!.~ side of the spect:t>um. Only God has such a perspeoti ve said ·t:.he Rabbis. 

c) ~~.J!.l!~~!!i~a~-~nd li v~~· •• 

(1) There were many Rabbis whose at·ti tude to su.ffering and sin in ·lihe 

W'orld was one of patience and love. Their love :tor THE GOD OF JUSTICE conditioned 
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them to have patience wi. th trials and tribulations. The Rabbis centered 

·hheir lives around God 1 s connnandment;s, fulfilling them for their otm sake 

n0t for reward but because God had commanded them-~and for the future. They 

did not perform mitzvot (conmlandments) in order to get into heaven; they knew, --
however, that ~ they performed them they would not get there. Thus 

heaven (or the world to come, the after life) is most import.an·~ in ·the Rabbinic 

mind. 
8 

The "chastisements" (sufferings) which the righteous Jew faces on 

earth were, said many Rabbis, lovingly provided by God ·to give God a chance to 

reward the _1za_9:~ righteousness in the world to come. Death is not the end 

and a tza~~ should be happy that he is suffering as this ensures him a place 

in the world to come. Thus it is said of Rabbi rmnina ben Dosa that he was 

completely righteous but knew terrible suffering in this world. Because of 

those sufferings a place in the world ·to come is certain for him. 

An illustra-tion ••• -----..-...--
Rabbi Akiba, it is recorded, was e.x:tremely concerned .for his master 

Who had yet to experience suffering. Perhaps, said Akiba, his master had 

received all the reward that is in s·~ore for him. God .forbid that he should 

die without some unjust suffering so that ·t.here is noth:i.ng to 11se·t; right 11 in 

the world to come~ Later Akiba fmmd his righteous master ill; the caring 

stUdent ·was nol.f certain that hls master would reeei ve a jus·t place in the world 

. to comeJ ~kiba was happy. 

The advice of ·hhese Rabbis who saw in every injustice "chastisements 

or God's love" was, therefore, for man to have patience; THE JUST GOD is sure 

1 to gran·~ eternal life to those who lmoi'l' suffering in thj.s life. With this 

belief the Rabbis could face the enigma of the existence of evil in the good 

God's world. 

I 
_I 



(2) A second group of Rabbis were not prepared to be patient wit.h 
9 

suffering. They abhorred Rabbi Akiba's attitude that suffering is to be 

received patientxy and even desired! The world to come was too far away 

for these RabbisJ they wanted justice in th!! world! 

These Rabbis were convinced that evil removes the~ (God's 

presence) from the world. Where there is evil, the Jew suffers. To bring 

the ~~~back to the world the Jew must rid himself of evil (atone and 

repent for his sins), worship and study Torah. ~1ce this is accomplished 

the shekhinah will return to the world and suffering will disappear. ·-. .,._ 
This is a simplistic way of living with the problem of evil. Simply 

stated it says that every evil is the result of sin; ·oil man who examines himself 

for sin wlll eventual~ have reiief from SQffering. This approach to suffering 

never became ·~he most popular among Jews; they could not believe in a God who 

could encourage the monstrous agonies that the ancient Rabbi experienced. 

When Hadrian waged war against the Jews in the second century C.E., 

some Rabbis believed in the ze~!Uri~el !ill!!~ ('bhastisements of love 11 ) 

that made it possible for them to live with the misery Hadrian brought them; 

most could not believe that God was beating them for past sins and using 

Hadrian as His whip! 

(3) In spite of all the suffering that the Rabbis experienced, and this 

belief in the l~~s~in1b_shel~ which made this miser,y easier to bear--the 

Rabbis could face the presence of evil in the world through one basic belief. 

The Rabbis were completely convinced ·~htat how a man conducts his life is the 

real test in regard to goodness. The tz~<!<!?.-!--the traly righteous> man--is he 

Who conducts himself with good deeds, charity, the study of Torah and the 

fulfillment of !!!h_~~~· 



Thu::s the Rabbis accepted suffering st.anding up, refusing to budge 

from their life style of exemplary conduct, of complete right.eousness befare 

God and Man. They were convinced that somehow--where and when -~hey did not 

know .... there would be justice in this world con·~rolled by the GOD OF JUS'l'ICE. 

If GOD IS JUST why is their injustice? was the most difficult question 

that the Rabbis ever faced. They tried explaining the presence of sin; failing 

that, they tried to answer the enigma and, finally, they made a desperate 

at·tempt at living wlth it. No one way is THE correct Rabbinic solu·~ion to 

the problem of suffering; they prese1~t numerous possibilities. 

The Rabbis of ·t.he Talmud would have agreed ·with the modern Rabbi who 

said the follmrlng about suffering: 

''We cannot look at the suffering of ·bhis world and say God 
did it. God did not do it. God does not race automobiles 
down the highway. God does not carry a pistol. God does 
not hoard food supplies while children go hw~gr,r. God 
did not appoint Hl:t.ler as Chancellor. God did not build 
gas ovens in Auschwitz. Men do these things. Men, free 
to choose their way, sometimes choose paths of evil, of 
cruelty, of death." (Rabbi Robert I. Kahn The Problem of 
Suf~, Sermon, Houston, Texas.) ---

The important point is, the Rabbis were partial~ successful in explaining 

eVil and in answering the enigma of evil, bu·~ they were completely :;mccessful 

in living with it and THE GOD OF JUSTICE. 

Further Reading: 

Berkovi tf!, Eliezer. God 2 Man .2d H~s-~o!Z• Chap·t;er 14 11God in History. 11 

Jacobs, Louis. f!:!:!!21Eles. of .. '!!~ Jewish_~~· PP• 55-58. 
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Look back at the number of ques"t,ions that have been answered. 

The Main Question: What is God like? 
·_rC\_ 

~~ol'!ldes tl!_~ !l::,npr que!.~ons.: 

·· 1) Where is God? 

2) Does God Know Me? 

3) What oan't, God do? 

4) What can God do? 

5) Is God dead or alive? 

6) Why is God called"The God of Tru·th? 11 

7) If God is just why does injustice exist? 

8) Is it a sin to doub·b? 

BUT: Have you discovered what God !! like b,r answering these eight questions? 

What other questions do you have about God? 
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QUESTION 9 

IS IT A SIN 'ID DJUBT? 

11 That 1s also a Jewish 
characteristic, very very 
Jewish: to believe with abso
lu:t.e faith ••• and all the same 
just very slightly not to 
believe, the tiniest little 
bit, and that tiny little bit 
is the decisive thing." 
(Hayyim Hazaz, "Th.e Sermon" 
.A.banim Rot hot, 1946. ) 

There is an extraordinary passage in the Babylonian Talmud which 

"Anyone who has not experienced the absence 
of God is not one of the Jewish people.nl 

It is not possible that the Rabbis who knew the Book of Lamentations 

and the Book of Job in the Bible, would not have expected religious doubt. 

The above· passage from Nagiga expresses this Rabbinic expectation. An 

atheist who has rationally proved that God does not exist--did not occur to 

the Rabbis as a possibility. Men may believe in other Gods, they may have 

doubts about the constant, loving presence of the Rabbinic God, but they 

believed in "something." By rejecting atheism as a possibility, the Rabbis 

agreed, implicitly, with many modern philos~phers who maintain that the 

existence of God can neither be proved nor disproved. An agnostic, a man 

~ho has honest doubt, was always a possibility in Rabbinic Judaism. While they 

defended their belief from the doubts of this agnostic, he was accepted as a 

Jew .with his doubt. 

Rabbi Alfred Gottschalk, President of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish 

Institute o.f Religion, has expressed Judaism 1 s attitude to the agnos·tic in 

this way: 

I ~ 
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11 It was T. H. Huxley who first spoke of 1;agnostics. 1 

He contrasted his knowledge of God with that of the 
Gnostics of the ancient world who claimed to have a 
special gnosis (knowledge) of God's nature. An 
a-gnostic, as Huxley taught, is someone who has no 
absolute, irrefutable knowledge of God. While gnosis, 
for the Orthodox group, might equal the revealed Torah 
at Sinai, which for them is absolute, this is not the 
case with Reform or Conservative Judaism. Since God 
continues to exist, gnosis of Him(;::.,, is not frozen, 
nor is truth concerning Him bound securely in a book 
or series of books. (Maimonides) full well under
stood that defining God ••• limits our conception of 
Him. This was form of agnosticism but within the 
general framework of the ongoing body of Jewish 
belief. I consider this type or Jewish agnosticism 
among the most serious of reliji_£~ positions and 
intellectual commitments." 2 

Your F~at-ure as a Rabbi 
TPP. 44-Ti51 · 

To doubt, to doubt one 1 s doubts, was part of the Rabbinic way of 

life. A Jew is commanded to love his God 11 wit.h all your heart, with all 

your soul, and with all yo-ur might" -- the mind is inolu.ded in this. 

Conclusion: ...... -
Can a Jew doubt and still be a Jew? Would you agree with the man who 

said II'(Jnless a Jew doubts, at best is not a Jew?" What's the difference 

between doubting and cynicbm'l 

Further Reading: 
-----~ 
Baeek, Leo. The Essence of Judaism. p. 260f. "The Jew: Dissenter of history." 

G~ttschalk, Alfred. Yeur Future as a Rabbi. Richard Rosen Press Inc., 1967, 
Chapter II 11My Religious Commitment." 
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QUESTION 10 

WHAT AM I? 

Suicide often occurs for a man 
to take his own life he must be
lieve himself to be worthless. 

11Man is a manifestation of 
God. 11 (The Baal Shem Tov 

JE II. 385a) 

What is man? Is each person born 
a burden to the world? 

Many are thEl answers which the Rabbis give to this -- the most important 

of' all questions. In this chapter we shall see that the Rabbi.s gave at least 

ten answers to the question ~~ 

1) You are a person of power: 

The Rabbis never underestimated the power of the individual to influence 

t,he universe. All Jewish prayerbooks have the prayer 

"Praised be Thou, 0 Lora, 
God of our Fathers, God of 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. ul 

When this prayer is read Jews, today, beli.eve that God, the God of all men. 

The Rabbis said that because Abraham made God his God, God actually became 
2 -

Ruler of the world! Thus each person has the power of extending the d.omai.n 

of God. This gives each person great power! The Rabbis maintained that it 

was only because our ancestors accepted God 1 s cormnandments as a persana.J. 

privi.J.ege, that God came to be warsM.pped by all thE~ major re]j.gions of the 

world today. Historically this is correct. The Rabbis do not include e:Lt.ber 

Christians or Muslims under the heading of "Worshippers of False Gods 11 for, 

even though they had different thelologies, Christianity, Islam and Judaism 

worsh:l..p the same God. It was, therefore, the fact that our ancestors used 

the:i.r power as individuals that they changed the world. 

2) You are a person of dignity: 

Upon enteri.ng a. traditional synagogue, one notices that the central 

-----------------------------



part of the service--the Eighteen Benedictions·-is said silently by ·che 

congregation before the Oru1tor sings. This prayer commences with the '~braham, 

/'' Isaac and Jacob 11 prayer and includes personal confessions of each person 1 s 

sins against God's Law. The Rabbis of ·t;he Talmud said that this should be 
3 

read silen·t;ly so as not to pu·t; to shame any indiv:i.dual in the congregation. 

The,r were determined to do nothing to destroy an individual's sense of dignity. 

The person in the congregation who feels guilty over his sin woula be 

embarrassed b,r a public statement of his gu±lt. Destroying his dignit,y and 

sense of worth woald not help him in his relationship with God. 

Similarly, in the Grace after Meals, with the lines 

"I have been young, and I have grown old 
But I have never seen a righteous person so 
forsaken that his children must go in need 
of bread." 

............ the Rabbis recommended ·that this should be read silently so as not to 

embarrass any righteous person at the table who has poor and hungry children. 

As one scholar has written: "Shaming a person in public was considered to be 

morally equivalent to an act of mu.rderl 11 

(3) You a!:! a cl~ to God. 

4 

The Rabbis believed that God is lmown by his creations. Man is our 

best clue to God's nature even though man is con·t.radictory--sometimes good 

sometimes evil. They knew that each person has a Good Potential (or Good 

Inclination--the Ye·t;zer Tov) and an Evil Potential (or Evil Inclination·· 

th·e Yetzer HaRa). Man is neither born good nor born evil but. has these two 

possibilities. 

The belief that each person has a spark of the divine in him--and is 

therefore a alue to God-·is reflected in the Rabbinic belief that murder is a 



·;·-=\_) 

crime against God. The Greeks believed that if' one man stabs another, then 

if the victim says he forgives his attacker in the few moments before death, 

the murderer is not liable to trial in the courts. Not so with Rabbinic 

Judaism. The Rabbinic court wouJ.d impose the maximum sentence on a murderer 

81ld even then maintained that an even greater punishment was in store for 
5 

him at the hands of Godl 

To destroy life, therefore, is to destroy a part of God, Himself. To 

love life and preJserve it, is--in the belief of the Rabbis ... -to perform the 
6 

most important commandment. 

(4) . !9~ are ~~o_ohan~~: 

The Rabbis were convinced of each person's ability to improve himself. 

They knew that the Evil Poten·tial--the lEtt.~ H,aRa-... in man is strong; they 

also lmew that the potential for good .. ·the 't_6Ji.!!L!2! has no limits. In 

fact, they said, what seems an evil by some m~ actual~ be part of the 

workings of the Yetzer TovJ Thus the se:x:ual urge in man has the potential 
-· _ ... K.M~ 

for evi.l if exploited; wi thou.t it the blessing of children would be an 

impossibilityJ 

They were loathe to label a person as a Ras?a g~~~--a complete~ evil 

person--because the,y knew each individual can and does change. Moreover, ~hey 

said that an individual who truly and sincerely exarnimes his life and admits 

his faults, erases his sin. He is a new person who m~ now face life once 
7 

again with its possibilities for good and evil. 

(5) You are fallible: 

To say no one is perfect throughout life is different from s~ing 

1 m.a.n is basically evil. The Rabbis ma:i.nta:l.ned that everyone oan make a :nrl.s

take; it is not easy to always follow the !et~!r-!2! and not the~· 
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A matu.re individual accepts his ability to err while he is determined to 

, correct his past mistakes in the future. 

1 Rabbis, Jewish leaders and even parents who seem perfect to their 

followers and children, are fallible. This tradition goes back to the time 

of the Temple in Jerusalem. The Mishnah states the public confession that 

., the holiest man of that time--the High Priest--had to make. It is a con-

fession which hard~ differs at all from the confession of the 1ordinary 1 Jew: 

0 Lerd, I have done wickedly·, transgressed, sinned 
before You, I and ~ house. o, Lord forgive the 
iniquities and transgressions and sins wh:i.ch I 
have committed and transgressed and sinned before You, 
as it is written in the Law of Your servant, Moses, 
"For on this day shall atonement be made." 
(Leviticus 16:30) 

(To which the priests standing behind the High 
Priest respond "Praised be His

8
Nmne whose glori.ous 

Kingdom is forE!lver and ever. ") 

This practice of the most rlght.eeus man of the community making public con-

fession, is follewed today by all Jewish Day of Atonement Services where the 

Rabbi makes a personal confession at the start of the worship. No man is 

infallible in Judaism. 

The fallibility of individuals is also understood in Rabbinic Law 

(the H,!i-J.acl.!!h) • The Sqings of the Fathers makes the rule: 11Judge not alone 
9 

for none may judge alone except God." Th1as in criminal cases the Rabbis 

had more than one Judge --- knowing that even judges make errorsJ 

The Book of Deutero:nomy (19il5) has the follouing law: 

"A single witness shall not prevail 
agai:nst a man for any crime or for any 
wrong in connection with any offense that 
he has committed; only on the evidence of 
two witnesses, or of three witness shall a 
charge be sustai:ned. 11 
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The following personal experience of. Simeon ben Shetah shows how the Rabbis 

, put this law of Deuterono~ into action: 

"I saw a man run after another into a desolate 
place. I ran after him and I saw a sword in 
his hand dripping with the other's blood and 
the murdered man struggling in the agor~ of 
death. 

I sa,id to him ''You wicked manJ Who killed this 
man? Either I did or you did. But what can I 
doJ Your life is not in ~ power for the Torah 
has said "only on the evidence of two witnesses 
shall a charge be sustained." But God who knows 
all thoughts will punish a man who murders his 
fellow man. nlO 

Sime<ltn ben Shetah lmew that every person is fallible. It is recorded 

in the Talmud that he saw his own son executed on the false testimony of 
11 

1-wi·tnesses. 1 Thus the Rabbis took great care in ex~ning witnesses 

knowing that errors of judgement can easily occur. 

Thus the Rabbis saw people as having the potential f'or justice and 

for right action. However, because individuals are not infallible, they took 

precautions to reduce hnman error to a minimum. This mature view of man--a 

cauti.ous optimism-.. is a view Judaism has preserved throughout history. 

(6) You deserve Justice: 

One of the characteristics of Rabbinic Law whi.ch distingtdsh®s it is 

tts impartiality. The Rabbis were determined that each person should be equal 

in the eyes of the Law. Thus we read in the Talmud: 

The High Priest who violates any ~2 the commandments 
is punished like an ordinary man. 

··-this is remarkable when one realizes that in Greek society there was one 

law for the slaves and anothel' for the nobles. The justice of Rabbinic law 

is, of course, an application of the law of the Torah to life. We oan thus 

.see in the following law the determination of the Rabbis: 



·~ou shall not show partiality to the poor 
man, nor pay respect to the pmrson of might; 
but in righteousness you shall judge your 
neighbour. 11 13 

1 That. a man deserves full ju.tJ,tioe is ackn.Ol'Tleclged by all legal 

systems. It is the Rabbinic system of law that puts th:i.s int@ practice. 

(7) You are entitled to dissent& -·------
The right; to dissent is a frequent topic in society today. Many 

question whether a dissenting minority are to be considered lqyal citizens. 

The Rabbis not only considered d:l.ssenters loyal, they preserved all opinions 

with which the majority differed. Thus the Mishnah records minority views 

along with those of the ma.jori ty. The views of the Scheel of Sha.nunai are 

recorded in the Mishnah even though the law was usually decided in favour 
14 

of the School of Hillel. 

Thus the Rabbis had a truly democratic system of law. There were 

authorities but no authority colllld say 11I·t is so because I say so. 11 Whether 

he was great or small--a leader of a vast School of scholars or a Rabbi 

speaking his o~m mind--he had a voice and the chance to convince the majority .. 

And, even if the majority decided against him, his minority· view was still 

recorded. Thus the right to dissent is basic to the Judaism of the Rabbis; 

it is a tradition of which the modern Jew can be proud. 

(8) 2f2.!1 are ne?essa!'_l for sooietl: 

The Rabbis knew that society depends on trustworthy individuals to 

PrC!>'.t.act eaoh person 1 s rights. Who is a person worthy of trust? They came 

to the conclusion that if a person 1s work or profession separat.ed him from 

society, that person is untrustworthy. Thus professional gamblers were con

Sidered untrustworthy--for their 1profession 1 helps only themselves and not 
15 

. the growth of society. 
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The choice of profession is thus extremely important. Certain 

, indi.viduals were excluded from being witnesses in legal oases by the Rabbis 

1 
. because of their professions. 

Clearly the principle behind this view is that society must be protected. 

The Rabbis also felt themselves to be protectors of society in that they urged 

, ever,r person to be part of his community. Each person can help or hurt society 

--to separate himself from society was consj_dered to be a sin. 

(9) You are worth trustini: 

Even though they took precautions in law over examining witnesses, 

the Rabbis had deep faith in man. Man is wortqy of trust, they said: 

1Wo man will go astr~ unless the 16 
spirit of insanity enters into him. 11 

The Rabbis would have been horrified at. the 20th Centur,r where con-

victed and punished ex-convicts find it impossible to obtain work after they 

have served their sentences in prison. The Rabbis said that when a person 

has committed a crime and has been punished for that crime, he was to be 

treated as if he had never erred. After punishment he is free f~om all guilt. 
17 

He is now consj.dered trustworthy. 

(10) You are respon~~~~e for me. 

The mutual responsibility that men have for each other, is basic in 
18 

Rabbinic Judaism. Charity is one way of expressing this. But in Rabbinic 

Judaism, the responsibility goes much further. Each individual was expected 

to improve the qu.ali ty of life of his fellow; it was felt that he who does 

not increase his neighbour's benefits will decrease them. 

It is with this attitude in mind that the Rabbis wrote in the Babylonian 

Talmud: 



Whoever is able to protest against the sins of 
his family and does not do so is punished for 
the sins of his family. Whoever is able to 
protest against the sins of the people of his 
ci·t.y and does not. do so is punished for the 
sins of the people of his city. Whoever is 
able to protest against the sins of the entire world 
and does not do so is punished for the sins of 
the entire world.l9 

Conclusion: 

What am I? is answered in many ways throughout the Rabbinic literature •. 

In this chapter on~ ten of the answers of the Rabbis have been mentioned. 

The attempt has been to give some insight into the Rabbinic view of Man. 

With such a view it would be unthink~ble for a person to ever commit 

suicide. A person is too valuable, to much a part of God to destroy him-

self. 

Do you share the Rabbinic view of man? Is there any way in which 

their view is lacking? Would psychologists today agree with them? Has your 

studying the material presented in this chapter deepened your own view of 

Man? 

!urther !te!l<!_int£: 
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'. 

Hertz, Richard c. What Can A Man Believe? Bloch, 1967. Part III "What Can 
A Man Believe About The Nature of Man?" 

Hirsch, W. Rabbin~c Pslcholojg[• London, Goldstone 1947. 

Moore, George. Judaism. Schocken Paper Baok 1971. Vol. 1, pp. 445-4~.9 "Tlle 
Nature of Man. 11 

Wolf, Arnold Jacob. What Is Man? B1nai Brith 1968. 
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QUESTION 11 

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE DIE? 

Every person is afrai.d of dying. 
What are we really afraid of? 
Dying, itself is not frightening -
people go to sleep before actually 
dying. What happens before the sleep? 
What do Jews do when someone dies? 

I, Dorothy Ruth, am in this ground, 
roots and rich soil cl.orue around, 
growth, creation, taking and giving 
so life was death and death was living. 
h'he Ep:l taph of Dorothy Bar Ad on 1 s 
tombstone in Merbavia, Israel)l 

Because few people are alone in the world, few are alone in the experi-

ence of death. In answering the above question the chapter shall first. discuss 

death from the point of view of the dying person and, second, from that of the 

family. 

WHAT IS IT LIKE TO DIE? 

Everyone is different. Because this is so we would e:xpect people who are 

told in advance that they are about to die react in different ways. Psycholo-

gists and psychiatrists have found that people react in much the same ways when 

told. Between ·the time of telling him and his actual death a person usually 

goes through five stages until he accepts the fact and can finally live with the 

knowledge that he is going to die, while hoping that a cure might be discovered. 

a) 

These are the five stages which most people go through: 
2 

11No, not me it cannot be true" ••. 2 

We all fear death to some extent. No one has ever died and "come back" 

to tell the tale. So our natural reaction is to defend ourselves aga:l.nst thts 

new·s by denying that it is true. Even a person has admitted to himself that he 

is about to die (sometime in the near future) he occasionally denies the fact. 

Semeone has sa:i.d 11We cannot look at the sun all the time, we cannot face death 
3 

all the time." 

People have great faith in medicine. A religious person doesn't pray 

for a cure from something he knows medicine can cure; he does pray for cuz•es. 



from illnesses which medicine cannot cureJ For those cures within the power 

of doctors, he might pray ·t;hat ·t;he doctor use his science well. Bu·t; when 

, the doctor says, 1'We can do no more for you 11 people tend to deny that they 

... 

are soon to die. 11 

The Rabbis feared and were amazed at the possibilities of a life 

after death. They saw it as a time when man is abou·t; to meet his Creator. 

Death, they said, is a transition as important as the transition in·to life 

at bir·th. But even thou.gh they had this concept of death they still feared 

it. They were hu.m.a.nl Thus Rabbi Joshua. ben Levi denied the inevitability 

of death when he said "In the messianic future there will be no death. 11 

But for now there !! death. The Rabbis refused to allow any person 

to deny this fact. The orderliness of nature and the orderliness of human 

life ...... a fi.xed rou·t;ine in which man can make ethical choices--gave the Rabbis 

faith in the GOD OF JUSTICE. Ever,y person dies and every act is judged 

according to its own merits. No man mu.st be allowed to deny the faot of his 

own death. 

Even though the Rabbis tended to be realists, knowing that death is 

inevitable, they had respect for an individual's needs when faced with death. 

Psychologists have recognized that some people need to deny ·their illness. 

They try not to criticize the patient but to help him express his needs. 

The Rabbis adopted this attitude too. 

It was this attitude that is found expressed in Rabbi Solomon 

Granzfried's Kitzur Shulchan Arukh (Code of Jewish Law). Gru1zfried writes: 
..,_.. • II ------

"They who visit the sick should speak with him 
with. judgement and tact; they should speak in 
such a manner as to neither encourage him with 
false hopes, nor to depress him b,y words of 
despair. 11 

--~-------------------------
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Thus the person who visits a terminally ill friend and says "don 1 t 

' worry, you'll soon be up and about" is, in Jewish Law and model~n psychology, 

' commi ttimg an act of poor judgement; he is really hurt:tng his friend by 

t aiding him in denying his sickness. To deny something for a long time which 

we know "deep d01m 11 to be true, leads to inner conflict and great pai.n. A 

' person oan find relief from this inner struggle if he can share in the 

happiness of his visitors and in the few happ,r d~s that may lie ahead. 

True, this may not seem muoh; it is more, however, than the inner ago~ which 

is produced by extended denial. He can hope for a cure - new cures are 

alw~s being discovered; he must not deny his sickness. 

b) '~!!Z me? WAY.: co~.~be~~?" 

When a person finally admits to himself that it is ~who is going 

to die, he tends to express feelings of anger, rage, envy and resentment.5 

So ~ other people seem more suitable' for death than he. He forgets that 

no one is 'right' for death; it happens to young and old, the deserving and 

undeserving. But because of his anger he oannot look at his sickness with 

the wis.dom he had when he was not faced by a close death. So he hits out at 

all around him, irrationally and unjusUy, often suffering grllt for his 

action which adds to his discomfort. 

Family and friends are often confused when they visit a patient who 

is terminally sick, when he criticizes them, the hospital, the doctors, the 

nurses, the bed, the noise and anything else in his world of sickness. Even 

those people who work with him night and day to keep him alive are victims of 

his attackJ If the,r do not understand that he is proteoting himself from the 

·~ru·th of his death (by shifting the focus of his life away from himself to 

~---------



everyone around him) then they might react to his anger with furt,her anger I 

,. They sometimes oall him 'ungrateful 1 or 'difficult, 1 not realizing that he 

1 is facing an awful fate. 

... 
Simeon ben I,aki.sh said: 

"Anger deprives a sage o~ his wisdom, 
a prophet of his visit." 

which has certainly been found true in the anger expressed by the dy:l.ng patient. 

His anger is often produced by the nature of a hospital. A patient is often 

treated like an object, pushed here, pulled there, injected, washed, poked 

and talked about until he feels he has lost all human dignity. In an effort 

to maintain his dignity he hits out in anger. He does not want to be over-

whelmed and manipulated, he wants to maintain a certain sense of being a 

person, a human being. 

The ancient Rabbis would have agreed with psychiatrists and psycholo-

gtsts of our day who try to help a sick person regain their sense of dignity. 

Rabina ben ijuna said that to protect a person 1 s sense of. dignity a "Thou Shalt 
7 

Not" commandment of. the Torah may be disregarded. Psychologists have found 

that when people are allm~ed to express the:l.r anger or rage, or envy or 

resentment (without those they love running away in shock) they get over this 

stage. This helps them come closer to accepting the fact of death while 

hoping for a cure. With acceptance comes peace • 

. _o) !_If lou 111 2P.J:~~e a little lon.ae:r:_~ 1 11 do a&t~!}.f3• 11 

When we were children we often tried to manipulate our parents with 

irrational bargains. 11!'-11 always be good if you'll buy me a puppy" or 11if 

You'll only let me go to the dance I promise to olean the oar every week for 

. a Year for no pay. 11 Obviously we knew we would not "always be good 11 and after 
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the first or second cleaning the car would remain dirty. We may have felt 

a tinge of guilt at not keeping our part of the bargain; perhaps not. 

The bargai.ning of dyi.ng patients often comes from guilt. It is not 
·; 

completely clear how this happens; all we know is that when a person is 

given a chance to express his gui.lt he tends to stop bargaining. 

' 
For, it must be clear, bargaining with death is just not possi.ble1. Some 

' 

patients will say to. th.eir ~lllct@!'$, "I promise ·~o give my body to science 

if you will use your knowledge of science to extend my life. 11 Obviously· 

doctors do not rely on bargainm to decide who to 'save' from death and who 

to let die. The Hippocratic oath demands that. they help everyone-.. no matter 

· h01v close to death. 

The Rabbis were familiar with this habit of bargaining to stay alive. 

Thus they warned against it by saying: 

"No one can say to the Angel of Death 
'Wait until I make up my accounts. r " 8 

· d) "Who '.!1 take care ~!:..nP.:.!l. wpen I 2!L gone? " 

When a person knows he is dy:i.ng (i.e., not a suddelll·.unexperienced 

death) he reaches a,point when he adnrl.ts his condition to himself, when he 

stops being angry with the world (and God) and when he realizes the futility 

of bargaining for more time. At that point he faces the grim reality and is 

often deeply depressed. 

Psychiatris'l:.s have noticed two kinds of depression in the terminally 

sick pa·tient. 'l'he first kind is expressed in the above question, the second 

kind is usually silent. When friends and faxaily visit a patient they can 

remove a great deal of the first kind of depression by assuring him that his 

children will be cared for and that they and his wife will be financially 



secure. It is this kind of effect that Rav Huna meant when he said: 

Anyone who visits a sick person relieves 
him of one sixtieth of his sickness.9 
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The silent kind of depression is harder to help. This is depresston 
{ 

, which comes from the person's efforts at preparing himself for death. He is 

.·about to lose everything he loves: family, the world and life itself.. Most 
' 
'people are not given the warning that they will die; like a man ready to 

emigrate to another land, the dying patient prepares himself for his loss. 

His focus is now on ·~he future and he wants a silent sharing of his fear at 

entering the unlmown. 

Those who visit a depressed person ofte:n try to 'cheer him up.' This 

i.s the opposite of what he needs I He can often hav·e a release from his 

sadness and gloom tf there is someone who he lives just to sit with h:tm and 

hold his hand.10 A prayer often helps many patients who are depressed. 

Those visiting him can thus relieve his depression by helping him to prepare 

himself for his future. 

No man who is weighed down by sadness and gloom can adequate~ prepare 

himself for death. The Rabbis were aware of the dama~.ng effect of sadness 

and gloom on an individual's life. With this in mind the Baal Shem and his 

llll Chassidim said: "Sadness obstructs communion with God 11 and "Gloom obstructs 

OU.t' comprehension of the divine mysteries." 12 

While the Rabbis were not as well informed as is modern medicine, the.y 

were aware that people have to prepare to separate themaelves from this life. 

They expressed this by stressing the wonderful nature of the world to come; 

this life is a preparation for (an antechamber to) that world. Thus they 



said: 

"This world is like an antechamber to the next. 
Prepare yourself here that you may be admitted 
to the banquet hall there. nl3 

The Rabbis were more certain than is modern man wlth the certainty of the 

fu·tiu.re life. Both the Rabbis ~ modern man see the need for this preparation 

for leaving this present life. Depression prevents preparation. 

3) "I 1m .read;t .. :to die ip. ;eeace. 11 

When a person has been helped to overcome his depression, and all the 

other stages of reactions to his near death, he is able to accept the fact 

with dignity and restful patience. He has not "given up 11 nor has he adopted 

the attitude "What's the use I just cannot fight any longer." He has, 

rather, accepted that he will die, that he has nothing to be angryabout, 

that bargaining is folly and that he has prepared himself for his death. 

Just as we rest before a long journey, so this final stage is 

characterized by long periods of sleep. Someone has said that just as a 

baby must sleep to grmiT into life, so a dying pat.ient must sleep to grow out 

of life. When relatives and fri.ends understand this, they will more readily 

accept the fact that the person they once knew and loved still loves them 

but is preparing hi111Belf for the end. 

Rabbinic Judaism has given us examples of this healthy and hopeful 

acceptance of death. If a man lives his life knotiing that he is a partner 

With God, he can meet death with hope that this partnership will not dissolv·e 

upon his physical extinction. 

The !_2on Qlal)!: prayer, written in the 12th Century by an anonymous 

author,14 expresses this acceptance of the continuing relationship between 

man and God. The prayer was originally· written as a night prayer but clearly 



has implications for death: 

"My spirit I commit to Him 
My body, too, and all I prize; 
Both when I sleep and when I wake~ 
He is with me, I shall not fear.l:::> 

The great Jewish poet-philosopher of Spain (1070-1138 C.E.) MOses 

Ibn Ezra expressed this stage of dignified, peaceful acceptance in the 

follovr.ing words from his §,on~ of Isr!e1: 

"It is impossible to escape death, 
and what is inescapable you may as 
well anticipate readily. ul6 

In an i:ndividual 1s life time he often has to part with people and 

·bhings he loves. Rather than tear with one quick act of separation, most 

people detach themselves slowly making it easier for the end. When a 

person has accepted his death he wants to live to the end with dignity.17 

His body may be difficult to control and he wants to be remembered as the 
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healthy, happy person he once was. Rather than have his family see him in 

his sad state before death, he might ask them not to visit him, thus making 

it easier for him to accept his final separation from them. When the family 

understands this ... -through speaking with their Rabbi or Doctor--they too, will 

be able ·&o prepare themselves for the time when their father or husband will 

no longer be with them. This gradual separation makes the end easier for 

everyone. 

Conclusion: ...__ -
The question was asked WHAT IS IT LIKE TO DIE? Everyone at one time 

in their life has to experience death--if not their own then that of someone 

they love. If we understand the rea.ctioos of people who are faced with death, 

then, when sameone we love kriows he is :to die, or we are faced with death in 



our own life, we will understand what is happeni.ng. Perhaps this will make 

, a painful experience less painful. Without pain man can hope. 

/' We shall now answer the question from the point of view of the 

. L 

' 

family: the Jewish practices for mourners who are left after a death • 

gue~:t!_iEE!J for 12ur consi.derat~: 

If someone asked you the question "What is it like to die? 11 Could 

you answer them? While admitting that you can never really know until it 

happens to you, has this secondhand knowledge of dying helped you? Hov: could 

you help persons adjust to the fact that they are going to die soon? 



WHAT DO JEWS DO WHEN SOMEONE DIES? 

There are m.a:ny excellent books available which describe Jewish 

mourning customs. For this reason this second part of the chapter shall 

give a brief GLOSSARY OF JEWISH MOURNING PRACTICES which the student can 

expand through his own reading. Rabbinic belief's and attitudes to mourning 

and the mourner shall be discussed in the GLOSSARY. 

GLOSSARY OF JE.'WISH MOURNING PRACTIOl!1S: 
--·-~_,_---· _,.,....,_, ____ ...... __ 
Al}~! Ha§.h.f!:!.2!!!: 

When a male dies .Tews will often say these words (which mean "May he 

have peace") after saying his name. Non-Jews have taken over the custom by 

their saying "May he rest, in peace" after mentioning a deceased person. 

Aleha HaShalom: 

This means 'IMay she have peace. 11 Both alav hashal.om and aleha !!!

shalom are signs of respect. One is not commanded to say either of them but 

people just do. 

An:tnut: -
Rabbinic Judaism (and modern orthodox Judaism) divided the time of 

mourning into four separate periods. Ar!_in~ is ·l:;he time from the death to 

the burial; the other three periods are 2) ~l!t!!h, 3) ~oshim and 4)!,!~~· 

(See below for 2,3and 4.) 

Rabbi. .Tack Spiro has pointed out the following facts about ~ in 

· · his book A Time to Mourn: __ .,..._ ... 

i) The word means 11·!io be fatigued, tired, weary as well as in great 

sorro1-r and trouble. 11 It also has a further connatation: to complain, and 

to have resentment.18 

_______________________________ .. 



The immediate reactions mourners have to a death include all the 

ponnotat:ions of the word ~~!1~. 19 It is considered to be the most :Ln·!iense 

period of grief fo:r the mourners. 

ii) During ~ni~ the mourner is exempt from fulfilling all the 

Biblical Laws (except for all the "Thou shalt not" Laws) and from reciting 

the blessings before and after meals. The Rabbis thus knew that a person in 

the period of anil}~t cannot be expected to thank God with all his heart! 20 

iii) !.&~ must not go on ·!ioo long! The state of shook and bewilder-

ment should soon ter~inate. Thus Orthodox, Conservative and Reform Rabbis 

bury the dead as soon as possible. The ~ and festivals are days on 

which burials are not performed. 

iv) During the period of aninu~ one experiences feelings of gu.ilt-

"perhaps I could have done more" or "I should have called the Doctor sooner 

than I did." The Rabbis recognized that this happens and said that when the 

congregation is reciting the ~la!_!: (the prayers which commence with Psalm 

51:17 ( 110 Lord, open Thou my mouth" followed by " ••• God of Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob ••• ") and conclude with Psalm 19:15 (''May the words of :my mouthu. 11 ) 

the mourner says the following prayer to relieve his feelings of guil·t: 

11l"laster of the Universe, 
I have sinned before Thee. 
I have fulfilled few 
responsibilities and I deserve 
much more punishment than this. 
May it be th.v will to unite and 
comfort us. ri21 

In some cultures people feel so gu.:il·ty ·&hat they mutilate their own 

bodies. This is strictly forbidden in Judaism22 although Rabbi Akiba. and 

Rabbi Zeira punished ·&hemselves when they were mourning. 23 

v) The child of the deceased must fast on the day of his parent's 



death; this signals the first day of ~~ and is the time of his deepest. 

grief. This commandment and ·the law prohibiting the eating of "luxury items 
11 

--meat and wine--help him to get through the days of ~ and rid himself 

of all feelings of guilt. 

vi) The whole idea of a period of !~i~u~ is to bring home to the 

mourners that they no longer have their relative. Aninut ceases as soon as 

the deceased is buried; the separation is then complete. Thus: 

1~11 the laws and ceremonies emphasize that the 
deceased is definitely separated from the 
survivors. This is the fundamental purpose of 
aninut: to enable the bereaved person to test 
reality and avoid resorting to unwholesome 
defenses like denial. While this s·t.ruggle may 
be painful, it is therapeu·tioally sound and 
helps bring about ultimate recovery. n24 

Avelim: 
- "Mourners 11 in Judaism are those who experience the death of seven 

relat.i ves: father 
mo·t.her 
husband 
wife 
son 
daughter 
brother 

and sister 

Note: There are eight in this list .;.;; the deceased person has seven relatives 

who mourn for him. 

Avelu·tr - *·--
The period of ~~ begins from burial and includes the whole first 

year of mourning. It is divided in·t.o two peri.Pds: shi"lrah and sheloshim (see ··- ·- ------
below). 

The year of AY~;!.ut is different from the few days before burial (aninu·t.) 

in that: 
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i) The mourners are encouraged to return to reality from the beginning 

of,~--as soon as the person is buried-~whereas they are allowed to wlth-

·; 
draw from reality during the intense grief of aninut.. During a:'!'el~ one 

must become less and less preoccupied ·Hi th grief so as not to prevent "the 

'·· bereaved from establishing new relationships and adjusting to the new 

situation in life without the lost loved one. 1125 

ii) The~ (the mourner) must not use his mourning as an excuse to 

set himself apart from his community. Thus after the funeral he must stop 

mourning when there is a religious festival rather than spoil the festival 

for eve1,rone else. Thus he cannot mourn during Hannukah. This law helps 

the mourner keep his perspec·tive: e·ven though he has suffered a trag:l.c loss 

he still has to live life with all its emo·tions. 26 
-

iii) During ~ visitors must encourage the ~ to talk out his 

own problems an.d grief. Thus the small talk which often happens when people 

visit is forbidden; one must not say anything unt.il the mourner speaks first. 

Modern men are too concerned with embarrassing silences and tend to talk too 

much in such si tua·tions. 27 The mourner has a lot to say; let him say it. 

iv) The Kaddish (see below) is recited for eleven of the twelve months 

of !Ve~~~· This means that for the last month of the year of mourning there 

is a radical change in the life-style of the mourner. He now is ready to 

come out of mourning and adjust to the loss, detach himself from the deceased 

·-and learn to relate to others. "Judaism allows the mourner slowJ:y to regain 

a sense of independencee 1128 

v) While the mourner may keep to himself at the beginning of ave~ut 

he must gradually come back to being a part of society. Thus Rabbinic Law 

states that: 
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vi) 

"For the .first three days of avelu·li (from the time of burial) 
the mourner may not ex·liend a greeting (as 'Shalom! 1 ) 

to others nor respond to one except to identify himself 
as a mourner. 

From the fourth to the seventh day, no greeting 
is extended but the mourner may respond if one is 
given him. Then .from the eighth to the thirtieth 
day, the mourner may both extend and respond to a 
greeting. n29 

After the year of avelut is over the mourner recites Kaddish on -- . 

the anniversary (Yahrzeit) of the death. It is a religious duty to fast on 

that day. 30 Be,yond this he has fulfilled his responsibility to honour the 

dead. Rabbi Spiro swnmarizes the value of !,!B:l;,\!1;: as 

"Thus Judaism helps the mourner ·to confront the 
emotional complexes involved in his loss, to 
adjust ·to a new life wi·lihou.t the loved object, 
and 't.o realize that there is indeed "a time 
to mourn. n31 

When a person dies the Rabbis saw this as a natural process: a 

transition as important as the transition into life at birth. Thus the,y 

said "Blessed be the true Judge" because only a DaYan HaEm.et ("A True Judge") 

·judges with the same laws for everybody: everyone who is born must die. 

If one person did not die this wmild logically mean that other laws 

of the universe are able to be changed. Thus the Rabbinic belief that goodness 

is rewarded (sometime, somewhere) and evil is punished woald be impossible 

to maintain as a 1law. 1 The Rabbis believed that THE GOD OF JUSTICE is con-

sistent in His judgement of mankind; we may not always see that He is con-

sistent, there are many horizons which we cannot see beyond. 

£he'!'ra K~d:l~~: 

Meaning "Holy Brotherhood 11 this is the Jewish society in every city whose 
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members devote themselves to the burial of the deceased and the many ~ltes 

of purification that have been developed over the centuries. Thus no Jew 
' 

is alone in his grief. The Chevra Kaddisha will stay with him during the -- .. -~~- .. -
night following the death and help with the funeral and burial arrangemen·ts. 

Funeral 'parlours' rarely are able to help the mourners deal with 

·their grief as is the~· For men are not usually paid to belong 
\ 

to the "Holy Brotherhood 11 but, do so out of their conviction that comforting 

the mourners and helping them face their loss realistioal~ is a sacred 

duty of man to man. 

El Ma.leh Rachamim: -
Meaning "God full of compassion 11 ·this is the memorial prayer recited 

at funerals; it is frequently referred to as the ''rnolay." The El Maleh 

~ is the prayer which comes closest to being a Prayer for the Dead in 

Judaism. The !f!d<!i~!! is not--it is a prayer in which the living praise God. 

Thus in the mol~;r ·the name of the deceased is mentioned and the mourners 

express their conviction that death is not the end and that the soul is 

eternal (see below). 

E!!ne~:. 

1~y have a funeral?' is a frequent question raised by those who are 

shocked at the grief that people go through at them, the apparent hypocrisy 

of eulogies which praise the person more than he deserves and costly memorials 

.which the bereaved can often hardly afford. The question, however, shows 

.little or no understanding of the amount of good a. funeral can do if it has 

the following characteristics: 
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i) It should encourage the mourner to face the reali'l;y of deat,h: 

"It should avoid any artificial or unreal atmo&-phere. 
It should not deny the fact of death even though it 
is concerned with relating the incident of death to 
a larger perspective of life. 
It should •.. help people to accept the pail'l of loss, 
and avoid the tendencj.es towards escape that easily 
develop. n32 . 

ii) It should include a mea.ntngful eulogy (a Hes:ped)in which the 

Rabbi expresses the loss and help the mourners face the death. The 
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Rabbis knew that a deat.h is often a.111 important for the community as it is 

for tb.e family. As representative of the community, the Rabbi will often 

express the community's loss thms asslilring thEl mourn.ers ·that tlley are not 

alone in their grief. Thb ki:n€1. of empathy is what can help a mourner. 

iii) It should not gloss over the fact of tlle death. Thus cosmetics 

and perfumes are tota.l~y contrary to Rabbinic Judaism because they try to 

hide the fact. The Rabbis felt that the mourners should actually see the 

coffin lowered into the grave a:ncl be there while the earth. is shovelled 

on top of it. Thus 11 this actually visualizes .the separation from the 
33 

deceased, making death complete and final. 11 

iv) It should give the mourners strength to live a meaningful life 

and should be an experience from which they can learn a worthwhile lesson 

for life. Thus the Rabbis st.ressed that all coffins--for rich and poor, 

famous and 1never-known 1--must be made of the same.plain wood. A man enters 

.. the warl.d and leaves it as a human being; what he does betw·een birth and 

death does not affect this. Wealth and fame have no influence on bow a 

person is born or how he dies. We are all equal. 

If' the funeral gives people an insight into their own smallness then 

. it is a worthwhile experience. 
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Gan Eden (''The Garden of Eden": Paradise) 

While it is true that the Rabbis had many different views of what 

happens to a person when he dies, . most of them did believe that the good 

person eventually goes te Paradj.se. Paradise is called 11 Ga.n Eden" in 

Hebrew because just. as man knew innocent bliss in the Garden of Eden 

(according to Genesis) se wi.ll he know :lU1rtocent bliss once he lean:s thts 

world. 

In attempting to visualize the kind of bliss that is waiting for the 

righteo'W.S of all nations (not just Jews) the Rabbis naturally thought of 

their happiest day here en earth--the Sabbath. So too, because they enjoyed 

tlae world of books, study is one of the main activ'ities they visualized in 

G·an Eden. 

The ;follewing are three passages w'hich express the Rabbinic view of 

Gan Eden: 

From the 'falmud: 

From the Midr·ash: 

!!ld, again! fro~ 
the Midrash: 

In the future world there is no eating, 
drinking, propagation, business, 
jealousy, hatred or competition, but 
the righteous sit, with their crowns 
or1 their heads, enjoying the brill:l.ance of the 

Sllekhinah (God 1 s Presence). 34 

In the hereafter, God will prepare a. 
a. banquet for the righteous! 35 

In the world to come there is no death, 
sin, affliction, but everybody delights 
in wisdom and understanding.36 

The question is often asked: So if Gan Eden is waiting for the 

· righteous, what 1 s for the wicked? For the answer see Gehinnom (below). 



83. 

Gehinnom (or Gehenna) 

Jeremiah 32t35 mentions the "valley of the son of Hinnom" where 

1 children were burned as sacrifices to the sun-God Moloch; thus the horrors 

'· 
of child-sacrifice, torture by fire and human degradation became associated 

with the 11Ge 11 (valley) of "Hinnom" i.e., Gehinnom. When the Rabbis thought 

., of an existence which was the opposite of the bliss of Gan Eden they naturally 

tholJ;ght of Jeremiah's Gen!~2!!!· 

It is therefore untrue to s~ that the Rabbis did not believe in 

hell. Other religions. (which grew from Judaism) took the Gehinnom concept 

and developed it. The Rabbis dj.d not do this. They did not dwell on hell 

because they were convinced that God is the GOD BF MERCY and Gan Eden was 
-llfll-.-"RI 18M 

in store for every righteous person. The Rabbis looked away from ~.!.12!!! 

and lvorked for Gan Eden. Their convj.ction of the closeness of Ga.n Eden to 
l' 5I !IOojil .. ,_ .. ~. 

them ..... and all righteous f.>eople--led them to say that Geh~ and Gan. M.!E: 

can hardly be thought of as two separate ~· The GOD OF MERCY brings 

everyone to Q.an !:!!~ (sooner or later!) so why think of Hell as being some·· 

. where in the botton of the Un:l.verse--or in the heat.ed inferno in the middle 

of the earth--and Heaven being somewhere 1up there'! 

Thus the Rabbis said: 

"The distance between Gan Eden and Gehinnom 
is no more than the width of a hand~ 

So where are Gehinnom and Gan Eden? Obviously the Rabbis did not know. -- ....... ~·-
However, they believed that if God is everywhere to ask ''where is God?" is 

an impossible question. The Rabbis believed that on the death of the person, 

the soul returns to God. The kinds of existence a soul could have were con-

.ceived as extremes of joy (Gan :mden) and extremes of ndsery (Gehinnom). The __......._ __ ~ ---
Rabbis only guessed at the details of these extremes--they realized they could 

never know whi.le they lived. 
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Kaddi_~h= 

Meaning 11Sanctifi.cation 11 this is a prayer of thanks. It is not tho 

r Jewish prayer for the dead (see~) for it is also sald on 

occasions when one does not think of the dead: after the Torah Reading and 

after study. The ~~i-~ became associated with mourners through the belief 

' that s·t;udy pleases God so that, if mourners study, God 'Will be merciful to 

the deceased and allow his soul to enter Gan ~· The Kaddish was ahrays 

said after study. Even when mourners ceased studying the connection between 

mourners and the Kaddish remaj_ned. In traditional synagogues it is still 

recited after the reading of the Torah and after study. 

The ideas in the ~sh are extremely profound. The congregation 

express their hopes that: 

"May He speedily establish His kingdom of righteousness on 
earth. 11 

and "May He who establishes peace (or 'harmony') in the Universe, 
establish peace for us and for all Israel." 

n, is important to note that the Rabbis did not parmi t the saying of 

. the Ifa4d~s_h in prive.te. The congregation support the mourners by responding 

to thei.r Kad§i.sg by saying "Amen 11 which is a sign of their agreement with 

the meaning of the prayer. Once again, then, the mourner is not alone in 

his grief. 

When the mourners go to the cemetery for the burial, they recite 

Kaddish after the emotional pain of seeing the coffin lowered into the grave. ----
'Thu.s: 

"• •• at the momeni.; of severest grief., the mourner must 
affirm God's will and His plan .. n38 



The K.fAdQj,§,h,, therefore, praj.ses God because the death proves that 

there is oonsi.stency in the Universe. Birth and death are facts of life 

so that 

"by viewing death within the natural order of 
events, it becomes as natural to grieve as it 
is to die. Death is not disgttised, so grief 
need not be expressed deviously or deceptively. 
One attitude follows from the other. The pain 
of separation must be confronted and expressed. 1139 
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Meaning "Tearing" or "Rending," this is the custom of the mourner 

tearing part of his clothing (or wearing a black, torn ribbon) as a symbol 

of the grief he feels at hairi.ng someone he loves "torn" from him. Just as 

the Rabbis felt that a man should meet sorrow standing upri~1t, so one 

should make the tear standing up and also (symbolically) over the heart on 

the left side. 

Psychologists (and. the Rabbis) have long recognized ·t.hat people often 

want to pinch themselves when someone dies. They feel guilty and often blame 

themselves for the death. Thus the Rabbis allowed ~ even though the 

ho Bible says "Rend your heart and not your garments." The act of ~e!i~, 

holorever, has to be performed at the hour of one's greatest suff'ering: i·t. 

is not to be performed out of habit and without real feeling. When it came 

to a choice between people mu·t.ilating themselves o~ ·their mutilating their 

clothes, the Rabbis chose the latterl 

Matzevah 

At the end of the first year afte~ burial the Matzevah (or Tombstone) 

is placed at the head of the grave. The Rabbis recommended the tombstone 

because it helps people remember the dead. It is important to note that there 

is no command to have a matzevah. If the family· need their money to live, 



Ltl t.hey must not use the money to build a matzevah. 

Nichum Avelim: 

Meaning "comforting the mourners," this was regarded as righteous 
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act by the Rabbis. This comfort must be of empa·tiby--a feeling sorry ~ 

the mourners--rather than sympathy--a feeling sorry ~ them. ~ 

aveli_!!l_is stressed throughout the Rabbinic literature as in the following 

example from a Midrash: 

11When the Temple was destroyed, the sages instituted 
the rule that the bridegrooms and mourners should go 
to the synagogue and to the houses of study. 
The men of the place see the bridegroom and rejoice 
with him; and they see the mourner and sit with him 
upon the earth, so that all the Israelites may 
discharge the:i.r duty in the service of loving 
kindness. n42 

In the presence of loving and understanding friends, mourners can 

grow to shift their focus from the person they have lost to the friends they 

still have. 

One who is going through !~~nu~ (see above) is an ~· 

Sheloshinu -
This is the third per:i.od of aninu_! (mourning). It begins on the first 

da;v of the funeral and ends on the morning of the thirtieth day. By the 

thirtieth da;v the shock of the loss is expected to have passed; the mourner 

now can return to a no1~al way of life. He still continues to attend daily 

services to say Kaddish. 

The Rabbis felt that if a mourner has not 'recovered' by the thirtieth 

day then he will have great difficulty ever accepting the death. Thus t.he 

thirty days are meant to be a period of intensive "coming to terms 11 with the 

fact. The mourner must not shave nor cut his hair; his life during this 
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period is one of workj.ng out what the rest of his life will be without the 

person he lov·es. People need this kind of self-understanding after such a 

shock. 

Shivah: 

This is the second period of aninut (see above). It refers to the 

first seven days of mourning after burial and is divided into two periods: 

.the first three days and the last four days. 

During the first three days follOl·r.ing the burb.l, the Rabbis said 

a person can devote himself to weeping and deep mourning. They realized that 

tears are the body's way of relieving a lot of pain and hidden guilt. The 

mourner must not respond to any greeetings during these three days and 

(except under special circumstances) must stay at home. Because the mourner 

is so fu11 of grief, visitors are discouraged during these first three days 

of shivah. 

The next four days of shivah signal the start of the period when the 

mourner can lift his head up from his grief and take some love from his 

friends. After shiy_ah the mourners enters the period of~ (see above). 

The belief that rnal'l has 1 somethi.ng special' which makes him better 

than the animals, is held both among those who believe, and those who do not 

believe in God. The creativi·(jy of an Eins·bein or a Chagall, the brilliant 

··leadership of a Moses, all seem to suggest that mru1 has a 'spark' of something 

. great and noble in him. 

The "soul 11 has come to mean this spark. In the Bible it was called 

Nefesh and Nesham.ah and Ruac.h--words which mean "Breath 11 or ''Wind. 11 Thus the 
........___, ••11 - -

·the soul is lBoth as mysterious as ·(jhe wind--causing marvellous events in the 



. ,, 

world yet impossible to be seen, and it is "breathed" into man from the moment 

of his existence; from that moment he is an individual with his own distinct 

q"alities . 

The belief that the soul does not cUe came to the Rabbis from the Bible 

and from their observations of nature. They looked at the world and under

stood that nothing really dies--trees rot and go into the soil to provide 

nutriment for further growth. Thus the Rabbis had an idea of nitrogen, 

oxygen and hydrogen cycles of life. If the body goes on-·-from one form into 

another--why should the 'Breath' or 1Wind 1 of man (the Ruach, ~ or 

:peshamah) be any different? The soul;mu.st follow the rules of nature and 

carry on; the Ra~bis sai.d, th.e1refore; that the soul returns to God. 

The Rabbis could never prov·e that the soul of man is 4-mmortal. They 

were convinced--as is modern man--that t.he special qualities of every person 

are immortal. Thus his genes are carried on to his children, people remember 

him, and the effect he had on the world is always felt even if only in a 

small way. 

The Rabbis treated every person who died as being equal. Perhaps a 

man whose life seems to have beem worth nothing met a child one day. Perhaps 

he had encouraged that child to study, to learn, to Probe the mysteries of 

life--maybe this child is that man's immortality. It may be that the man will 

be forgotten by the child in la:lier years, but the seed of immortality has been 

planted. The effect of the man will never die. 

Thlillll, while the Rabbis believed that, the soul returns to God, they 

also believed in man 1s immortality on earth! The creative spirit, enthusiasm 

and special quality of every ind.ivid111al points to the presence of a soul. in 



Tachrichim: 

Meaning 1 Burial Garments 1 or 1 Shro111d 1 this is the loose garments in 

which the body is placed before it is put in the coffin. It is made of white 

linen cloth--the same for rich and poor. There are no hems nor elaborate 

stitching as finally, with death, the individual is free from the material 

.world of fashion. 

Tzidduk HaDin.: 

Meaning 11Rightness of the Judgement" this is the prayer which is 

recited during the period immediately after the death. The Rabbis realized 

·ib,hat they would hate t.o have to decide who should live and who should die. 

Thus they sai<i that just as the Universe functions according to justice and 

equity, so this death must be just, equitable and right. 

Man, therefore, is limited by the laws of God--man trusts God 8s mercy 

but when the 1Din 1 (judgement) is that he must di.e, man has to accept that 

there is 11Tzidduk 11 or rightness in the judgement. This really amounts to 

an admission that nature is just. This prayer also makes the statement that 

the length of a man 1 s life is unimportant--what man does with hi.s life i.s 

important. 

Yanrzeit: 

This is a yiddish term for the anniversary of the death. The Rabbis 

believed that to be remembered by one 1 s family is the minimum any man can 

expect. 0£ course they anticipated that the righteous person receives mljch 

more than thi.s on his death1 However, it bas become the custom for Jews to 

return to the Synagogue (or Temple) to say Kaddish and remember their relatives 

on the Yahrzeit. 



Yizkor: 

Meaning "May He remember ••• 11 this is the prayer reci.ted on Yom Kippur, 

Shemini Atzeret, the last day of Passover and Shavuot which asks that God 

remember the so~l of the one who has passed away. Where Yahrzeit has a 

different date for each person--depending on the date of the death--·Yizkor 

is a communal date of remembering the deceased. In these last centuries 

where millions of Jews have been killed with no one knowing the exact date 

of their death, Yizkor has allowed them to be remembered even though 

Yahrzeit is not possible. 

Conclusion: 

The Jew has to mourn in the best way he knows how. He is not alone 

in his mourning---his community, his family, and his God are with him. He 

gains strength in his grief from following the ways of his ancestors. But, 

in the final analysis, he must confront the fact himself and try to grow 

wiser and stronger from the experience. This is what the Jew does· when 

someone dies. What will you do? 



91. 

QUESTION 12 

WHY IS IT SO IMPORTANT '1.0 JEWS THAT ISRAEL EXISTS? 

Modern man realizes he has many 
loyalties .. to his country, his 
religion, his family and himself. 
Is there ever a conflict between 
his many loyalties? Can a Jew· be 
loyal to his home land and to Israel? 
Do you have to lfuve in Israel to be 
a Jew? 

11 I have never paced up and 
down the banks of the Jordan 
without in my mind's eye seeing 
the people of Israel cross over 
into the Promised Land and 
wondering what the sp:i.rit.ual 
equivalent. of the Promised Land 
might be in our time. 11 

(N elsan. Gl·ueck) 

The Bj.ble records how God promised ·the ancestors of modern Jews the 

Land of Israel--or the Promised Land. Israel has been important as a hope--

without which our People would not have survived--and as a fact of history. 

Israel is thus important for those Jews who want to live there and for those 

who want tb.e possibility of living there. Those who do not want to live 

there support it because they realize that out of Israel comes living Judaism-

a living language and culture-.. which encourages Jews in ·the Diaspora ('the lands 

outside Israel) to remain Jewish. 

The Rabbis realized tbat life in Israel was not as attractive as l·ife 

in the Diaspora. Threatened by bands of hostile Arabs, sickness and the 

difficulty of making a living, Jews were not enthusta.stic about going on 

Aliyal! ( 11 going up 11 to live in Israel). The Rabbis of the Taltnud and Midrash 

encouraged them by pointing out that of all the religious acts that one is 
1 

commanded, living in Israel is the most important. In fact, the Rabbis were 

so keen to have Jews live in Israel that they assured them of the following 

benefits which living there brings: 

1) Leniency in the Law: 



'~oever buys a house in Israel may write 
his contract even on the Sabbath when · 
writing is f'orbidden.n2 

2) Forgiveness of' sins: 

"Whoever lives in the land of' Israel is 
free from sin.n3 

3) Fulfillment of' all the Commandments: 

"Living in the Lan.d of' Israel is a religious 
act (Mitzvah) ~qaivalent to all the command
men·ts of tlie Torah. "!~ 

and 4) Promise of a place in Heaven: 

"Whoever walks four yards in the Land 
of Israel is assured of the world to 
come. 115 

Life bad and good outside Israel: 

At times life outside of Israel was intolerable.. To express this 

·the Rabbis often called it Galut or forced exile. Life in Galut made all 

the dangers of living in Israel seem unimportant. Thus the Rabbis said: 

11Li'ving in Ex"lle is punishment enough for the sins 
which a man might commit in his life. u6 . 

But the Rabbis knew that life outside Israel could be good. They 

used the form Chutz Laaretz when they were conscious of their voluntary 

exile from Israel. Thu.s living Chutz La.aretz assured J~wish survival: 

"God 'bestowed favour upon Israel in spreading ·them 
among the nations because, with Israel spread 
throughout the nations their enemies cannot destroy 
them all together at the same time. 11 7 

··While such a voluntar.y exile as Babylon always had the possibility of the 

. increase in Jewish numbers: 

"The Holy One blessed be He would not have forced 
Israel into exile among the nations were it not 
for the purpose of atta.chtng converts to them. rr8 



Not all the Rabbis were convinced that Jews would survive if they 

voluntarily remained Ch.u:t.z }aar~. The Jerusalem Talmud tells of Simon 

bar Abba who wanted to leave Israel. He went to his teacher Rabbi Hanina 
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and asked for a letter of recommendation to the communities sf the Diaspora 

·so that he could earn a living there. His teacher refused. Rabbi Hanina 

explained his refusal by saying 11 If tomorrow I die and meet your ancestors 

they would be sure to attack me saying 11We left a young plant in Israel, 

from him will come our descendants. How dare you allow him ·to leave Israel 
9 

a.m.d disappear into the Diaspora.1 11 The Talmud records, however, that after 

Rabbi Hanina 8 s death Simon. !lid leave Israel to settle in Damascus. There 

another Rabbi convinced him to return to Israel. 

Hiy-yah bar Abba was more S\lccess.ful than Simon bar Abba in ob·taining 

a testimonial to take with him Chutz Laaret.z so that he ceuld find work. His 

·t.eacher, Rabbi Yuda.n, did recommend him with the WGrds 11 I am sending you a 

great man. In what way is he great? He's not ashamed to say 1I don't 

understand! ' 

Thus while the Rabbis wan:tled all Jews to settle in Israel, they felt 

that life outside Israel was not always bad. In fact the Jews in Babylon 

were extremely happy. The Rabbis said th~G if a com1try outside o.f Israel 

could be like Babylon then it was all right for Jews to live there. In 

Babylon the Jews had total freedom of action and had 'been able to develop 

.. bcrt;h their culture and their religion. Some of our mast important Jewish 

religieus practices started in Babylon: 

1) The practice of circumcision 
2) The celebration of Shabbat as a religious day and 

not as a market day--------
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3) The first Synagogue 
4) The first Prayer Book and Prayers 

and 5) The belief that, God rules ·t.h e whole 
world as the One God with justice and 
mercy. 

It is thus clear that the Jewish experience in Babylon was an extremely 

positive one. Rabbi Judah Ha Nasi said: 

"Whoever emigrates from Babylon to the Land. of 
Israel violates one of the positive commandments 
of the Torah. nlO 

••• which oertainly shows the esteem which the Rabbis had for Babylon. 

· Another Rabbi said: 

11He who lives in Babylon is as if he would 
live in the Land of Israel. 11 ll 

The Rabbis were not so much devoted to the Land as to the ethical 

li.fe. As it was clear that the Jewish communities of Babylon did live as 

Jews, then it would have made little sense for them to abandon that. However, 

Israel--with all its possibilities for religious living--was the firs·" choice 

for where to live. In Babylon the Jews never knew how long their security 

would last; in Israel their chances were better for a continued existence. 

The important po·int which the modern Jew can learn from the Rabbis 

is that whether to live in Israel or in the Diaspora, was not a political, 

not a .financial but rather a religtaus decision. The Jews of Babylen--un.like 

the other oomm~nities outside Israel which were doomed to extinction--had 

achieved creative, fulfilling Jewish life. Thus the Rabbis said: 

Conclusion: 

11As it is forbidden to leave the Land of Israel 
for Babylon, so it is forbidden to leave 
Babylon for other countries.nl2 

The Rabbis of the Talmud are not all in agreement ·t.hat life in the 

Diaspora is bad while life in Israel is good for the Jews. The duty of a Jew, 
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they said, is to live a creative religious life. The Rabbis could not, 

deny that such a life can be lived in and out of' Israel. 

Thus it is important to Jews that the Land of Israel exists, because 

with it there is always a further possibility that Jews will be able to be 

Jews in the religious sense of' the word 1Jew. 1 

Must all Jews go to live in Israel? Must all Jews give the possibility 

of going there a consideration? Can one be a Jew without ever. having 

considered Israel? 
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QUESTION 13 

WHY WAS I IDRN, WHY AM I LIVING? 

What's the purpose of life? How 
many of the billions of people who 
have lived and died are now remem
bered? What 1 s all this talk abou·t 
a "Messiah"? 

"The meaning of man's life 
lies in his perfecting the 
Universe. 11 A.J. Heschel 
The Earth is the Lord's, 1950, 
p. 72. 

Most of the Rabbis were convinced that their life had meaning because 

·~. they had a part in making the world better. Obviously, God is MASTER OF 'rHE 

UNIVERSE but, even though they believed this, they felt that man has a function 

in the world. He is a partner with God. A better world.-~a world which has 

everything men have ever prayed for--was the Rabbinic hope for the future. 

It is called THE MESSIANIC HOPE. 

The word 11Messiah11 means 11 the anointed one" and is found in Hebrew as 

mashiach and Arabic as meshicha. 

The Bibll;e: ---
There are two main points of view in the Bible about the Messiah. The 

view of Isaiah is that man can bring the Messiah, while the view of Daniel 

is that man is helpless in bringing him. 

The Prophet Isaiah: 

The people, Israel, is called ''Servant of Yahweh" in that Israel serves 

Gad by being righ·teous and therefore brings the Messiah: 

"Behold my servant, whom I uphold, 
my chosen, in whom my soul delights; 

I have put my spirit llpan him he will 
bring forth justice to the nations. nl 

In this ease the 11Messiahu about which Isaiah speaks is not truly an 

individual but rather an Age. He says that Israel--God's servant--can play 

an important rale in bringing about the "Messianic Age" of justice. 



97 0 

!_!le Pro£het D~ie~: 

Daniel 8s concept of the Messiah is quite different from Isaiah's. At 

SQrne time in the future God's representatives will take over the earth. This 

view is stated in the seventh chapter of Daniel. In that chapter we read of 

Daniel's dream: 

"The saints of tlle Most High shall 
receive the kingdom, and possess the 
kingdom for ever, for ever and ever. 11 2 

When this occurs, said Daniel, people had better be one h~1dred per 

cent righteous and pure; if not they will be punished. Thus they can do 

nothing to bring on the ce>ming of the Messiah ( 11 the saints of the Mast Higb.11 ) 

but they can save themselves from the possibility of punishment. 

The Rabbis: 

The two attitudes: 11You can bring the Messiah" and "You had better be 

ready when he comes'' are found in the Rabbinic literature. Beliefs are 

modified by political circumstances. Thus when people had hope that Bar 

Kokhba would succeed in bringing Jewish independence from Roman domination 

they tended to believe ln the view that due to Bar Kokhba's success the 

Messiah would be brought. When Bar Kokhba failed the Rabbis tended t.o 

believe that the Messiah would come on his own initiative some time in the 

future, without man) lim.triluen;clng his coming. 

The belief of Rabbi Akiba--tbat man is free yet everything is foreseen 

(or predetermined)--shows how the Rabbis accepted~ Isaiah's and Daniel's 

view. Thus Akfba is saying that even though God has decided when to bring the 

Messiah or the Messianic Age, man still has free will concerning the final 

judgement aspect of the Messiah's coming. Man is free, therefore, to move 

(i.e. be lt moral or immoral) within a predetermined history. 
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Rabbi Joshua ben Levi was asked the question 11What does Isaiah mean 
3 

when he says "I the Lord will hasten it in its time?" He expressed the 

Rabbinic belief in 11 free will within a foreseen history" in his answer: 

(God Says) "If Israel merits it, 'I will hasten it. 1 

If Israel does not merit it, it will be 
1 in its (predetermined) time. 1 "4 

As with other beliefs, tme Rabbis held a variety of views with regard 

to the Messiah. Some stressed the role o£ human deeds in bringing the Messiah, 

others were more concerned with what life would be like once the Messiah 

arrives, while yet others wondered Whether the Messiah would come at all. 

The Messiah will not come ••• 

It was a Christian, Origen, who probably made Rabbi Hillel ben Gamaliel, 

the t.hird, adopt the view that the Messiah would never come. Origen was 

convinced that the Christian Messiah--Jesus--had been mentioned in the Old 

Testament. Rather than accept Jesus as the Messiah, Rabbi Hillel said: 

"There shall be no Messiah for lsrael because 
they have already enjoyed himt 11 5 

Of ca~rse, the majority of Rabbis did not agree with Rabbi Hillelt 

Rabbi Joseph heard Hillel say this and exclaimed~ 

"May God forgive Rabbi Hillel for saying 
that! 11 

Life when he comes ••• 

The persecutions which the Rabbis experienced are well known. They 

were convinced ·that the fate of Jews ~ to improve. Life was, at times, so 

bad for them that the word "Messiah" came to mean no·t so much a person who 

would be sent by God but an Age when things would be better. 

Rabbi Samuel of Babylonia asked himself the question "What would be 

better than what we have now?" He looked at the history of his people and 

concluded that the difference between life in his day and the Messianic Age 
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is that foreign governments who rule and oppress the Jewish people will no 

" · longer exist. On another occasion he asked himself the same question. His 

. { 

conclusion was samewhat different: in the Messianic Age no community will 

know the feeling of angtlish and longing which comes from being locked out of 

its rightful home. Exile will cease. 

His coming depends on us ••• 

One of the great centers of Jewish Law in Babylon was in Sura. In 

the third century the sage Abba Arikba W®nt to Sura to establish that city as 

a center of Jewish Law. Abba Arikha was convinced that human deeds are far 

more important than predestination in bringing the Messiah. He knew that 

men had tried to predict when the Messiah was going to came (using hi.nts at 

his coming in th.e Bible) but he had not come. :Rav (As Abba Arikha was 

called) therefore came to the conclusion that 

"All the predestined dates (far the Messiah to come) have 
passed and t~e matter now depends only on repentance and 
good deeds." 

The Jerusalem Talmud expresses the same vtew: 

11If all Isra~l repented a single day the Messiah 
would come • ,-, 

The Messianic Chain ••• 

In hts book, The Messianic Idea in Israel, Joseph Klausner ealls the 
. . ·-··- 8 

Rabbinic beli«?.f about the Messiah "The Messianic Chain. 11 That is, there are 

at least ten "links" which it was 'believed will form a chain of events lead1.ng 

to the coming of t'be Messiah. and continuing aft,er his comtng. 

Unltke most chains (where the links are fixed) "The Messianic Chain" 

has "movable" ltnks. Some Rabbis belteved that the chain orlly had etght links, 

others put more than ten lblks in the chain. But everyone said that some 
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events at least will accompany the coming of ·the Messiah - those eve:nt.s form 

a "chain. 11 Tbe Rabbis inheri.ted points of vtew about the Messiah whj.oh were 

flexible .for everyone knew that ~ ideas about the MesErlah or the order ef' 

the events leadi.ng to hls cooling, were ju.st guesses • 

The Ten Basic Links of The Messianic Chain: 

1. Signs: 

There wi.ll be 11 signs 11 of the n.earness of the Messiah's coming. 

2. Sufferi.ng: 

J. Elijah: 

Jast before he comes tb.e whole world will suffer just like a 
woman suffers when giving birth to a child. 

Elijah will precede him and armounce that he is on his way. 

4. Trumpet Blast: 

Just before he arrivem a 11Trampet, of Deliverance'! will blast. 

5. One God: 

Everyone will be cor.J.verted to belief in the One God. 

6. From 40-365,000 year rule: 

He will rule fo:r.• as long am a thousand years (some say less). 
During tha.t time all the suffering (the birth pangs whieh 
preceded hi.s arrival) will di~appea.r.. 

7. Righteousness and Peace: 

There will be a renovation of the world; while he is here tho 
wh~le world will be righteotul and peaceful. 

· · 8. Justice: 

The true just.ice ( 1 thE3odicy 0 ) which men have always hoped for 
will come true. People will be rewarded a.nd punished according 
to their good and. evil qualities. The Messiah, alone, will know 
the tzadil!__ ga.m\lr (totally righteous) from the !.ash.a gamur (totally 
evil) individual. 

9. Return to Life: 

The dea.<ll of past generations--who have been looked after by God-·· 
will finally be allowed to return to the world. 
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10. Eternal Life: 

,j . Finally, all who have been privileged to see the fulfillment of 
THE MF.SSIANIC HOPE will recei v·e eternal life. 

" While Hi.llel 1 s view (that the Messiah has already come and will not 

. ' 

corue agai.n) was overruled by the majority of Rabbis, it is easy to see why he 

rejected Origen's belief in Jesus as the Messiah. Clearly Jesus was neither 

preceded by universal suffering (the Romans were happy), Elijah, a trumpet 

blast, and universal belief in the One Glild, m~r preceded by universal 

righteousness, peace, and justice--even disregarding a return to lif'e of 

the dead and universal eternal life for ru.l who witnessed his coming. Many 

who believed in Jesus tried. to show that he did fi.t these 'requirements, 1 but 

the Rabbis coul,d not accept their point of view. 

Judaism has seen many men who have either presented themselv·es, or 

have been presented by others, as being the Messiah. Because the Rabbis 

knew of so many men who made such claims, and clearly di.d not fulfill th.ei.r 

expectations of what the Messiah should be like, the,y became very cauti0us. 

In spi.te of their wariness, Messiahs continued to appear bringing the:l.r message 

of miraculous redemption and "better days 11 for thEl Jews and all mankind. It 

is interesting to note that thE~se Mess:l.ahs invariably were preceded by pededs 

of' histori.cal change and crisis. During the Crusades at the end of tme lltb 

and during the 12th Centuri.es there were no less than ten messianic movements 

headed by messiahs, prophe1ts and even a prophetess! The following table sh0ws 

the emergence of Messi.ahs in thirteen cent.uries of Jewie:h b.i~story: 
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SOME OF THE MESSIAHS OF JEWISH HIS'IORY AFTER 

THE OOMPLE'I'ION OF THE MISHNAH (189 C.E.) 

NAME 

Moses of Crete 

David Alroy (Alrui) 

Abraham ben Samuel 
Abulafia 

Moses Bota.rel. 

Solomon Molko'·' 

Shabbatai Zevi 

CENTURY 

5th 

12th 

13th 

14th-15th 

16th 

17th 

PERIOD OF HIS'IURICAL CHANGE AND CRISIS 
WHICH PRECEDED THEM 

Roman discrimination against the Jews. 

Jewish suffering after the F:i.rst and 
Second Crusades in Eastern and Western 
Europe. 

Catholic persectltions of tho Jews at 
the Pope's whim. 

Repeated persecutions following the 
obvioue~ly false bleod acousati.ons. 

Marranos of Portmgal burned alive at 
the whim of the Bishops and Kings of 
Portugal. 

Chmielnioki pogroms in which the 
Cossaks killed 250,000 Jews between 
li48 and 1658. 



! 

... 

Conclusion: 

No one knows whether the word messiah me~1s that p@rson sent by 

God ar an Age which will come abeut through the efforts of God and man. 

A modern Rabbi has expressed his view concerning the Messianic Age as: 

114tewish independence, ••. full of freedom for Torah study, the 
absence of famine, war, jealousy and competit:!.on, the 
presence of material abundance, and the striving of all 
mankind to know the Lord • 

The means te bring this age about--in addition to God's 
help--are, a.s the Rabbis put it, repentance, the return 
to a God-centered way of life, the recognition ·t.hat 
all human actions are under the judgement of God, and 
the doing of good deeds--which include common decency 
and respect for one's fellow men.nlO 

To be a part in bringing the Mes:s:i.anic Age, is the Jewish answer 

to the question WHY WAS I IDRN, WHY AM I LIVING? 

Further Read:ini: 

10). 

Berkovits, Eliezer. God, Man and H:i.e;tory. Chapter xiii, p. 136., "The Universal 
Goai.rl -

Schechter, Solomon. Aspects of Rabbinic Theology. Schocken 1961, Chapter 5, 
liTfie Kingdom 0f God ;n-

Silv·erman, William B. Rabbinic Wisdom and Jewish Value. U.A.H.C., 1971 
pp. 187-190. 
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OONCLUSION 

Rabbi Ishmael died as a martyr in the year 135 C.E. after the defeat 

of Bar Kokhba. He left his people 13 rules which Jews must obey in inter

preting the Torah. The rules of Rabbi Ishmael are called the 13 middot. 

This book has discussed 13 questions. They are the 13 sheelot of modern Jews. 

Rabbi Ishmael's middot (rules) explain th.e Torah; the modem Jew's sheelot 

(questions) explains the modern Jewt 

What now? Rabbinic Literature, at most, covers eighteen centuries: 

from 300BCE to 1500CE. There is still vast 11 tera tur e which is J ewi.sh and 

which gives different answers. What does Maimonides say, for example, about 

any one of these 13 questions? 

Most of the questions cannot be answered w:i.thout, qualifications. It 

is the difficulty of the questions that makes them recur in every generation! 

The medieval Jewish literature, ~eystioal works, Jewish ethical works and 

modern Jewish philosophy, all approach these thirteen questions in different 

ways. 

Man will always ask questions about God. His existence, His nature, 

· His relationship to man, will always be a mrster,y to man. Does this fact 

mean that man must stop tr,ying to find answers to his questions? Judaism 

says No! Man will always have questions abo l!!t himself. He wants to know 

what life is all about--what is Jewish existence all about? 

The ancient Rabbis have opened up infintte possibtlities for further 

questions. But their literat.ure is only a fraction of the total corpus of 

Jewish literature. Jews were called the People of the Book with reference to 

their having given th.e Bible to the world. Look at the thousands of other 

works that have come out of the Jewish people. The ancient Rabbis were not 
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content to let.the Bible be the only Jewish book. And Jews throughout all 

ages have followed their example. 

The modern Jew is rich in Jewish literature. It is not all in 

Hebrew--much has been translated into English. Just as the ancient Rabbis 

were truly living, so all thinking men have given us a living heritage. 

Let us begin. 
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