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J U D A ISM 

A Presentatlon before the Slxth Assembly 

of the World Coune11 of Churches, 
Vancouver, Brltlsh Columbla, July 24-Au9ust 10, 19B3 

by Rabbl Marc H. Tanenbaum, Natlonal Interrellg10us 
Affalrs Dlrector of the Amerlcan Jewlsh Commlttee, 
representlng the Internatlonal Jewlsh Commlttee for 

Interrel1910uS Consultatlons. 

} Moral and Ethical Values and Ideals tn JudaiSm 

Tte, Jewish 'way of hfe' has ItS origins In the ex~rtence of the 
Dlvme Presence In the midst of the decISIve events of the Exodus and 
of Smal, events which have altered the enu~ course of human 
history The children of Israel experienced the reality of the Lord of 
history through HIS Involvement In thelT hberatlon from phySical op­
preSSion, persecution, massacre, and injustIces as 'slaves unto 
Pharaoh In Egypt' To Pharaoh, who was worshipped as a dIVIne 
emperor and who was the source of law, never ItS servant, the 
Israehte slaves were regarded as chattel, 'the untouchables' of an 
cu:nt Egypt 

At Sinai, the Israehtes had a transformmg experience of DlYlne 
Revelation as moral will which was ratified by an everlasung Cove­
nant Hencefonh, the Israehtes are perceived by God to be 'a 
kingdom of pnests and a holy nauon' What an extraordinary 
DIVine human seen ana' Yesterday , they were slaves, the outcrts of 
hiStOry , now an entire people are stamped with the dignity of 
pnesthood and holiness and are set on the course of history with a 
messlamc task of redemption m society and through history until the 
comtng of the Kingdom 

Israel s rehgton , Prof DaVid Flusscr assens , was a break-
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through In human consCiousness The Cod of Israel InHI3ted a new 
era m the hls[Ory of mankind . mtroduclng a new concept of 
Justlce - which IS the central message of HIS revelation - an uncom 
promISIng moral law , and an original social order to be estabhshed 
paradlgmatlcally In the Holy Land of Palesnne (see The Holy Year 
and Ils Ongzru m lheJewrshJubzlee Year by thiS wnter. pubhshed 
by the Vancan Office for the Holy Year 1975 , Vancan City) con 
celved In thiS Justice ThiS postulate of mdlvldual and social Justice 
was not to be limited to Israel only The Creator of the universe 
postulates thiS Jusnce for all HIS human creatures, It was Incumbent 
on all the peoples of the world 

The concept of JustICe which emerges from the Hebrew Bible IS 
not Just the regiment of mighty men - the Bible does not Identify 
God on the Side of Pharaoh and hiS tmperlUm! It stresses that Cod 
cares for the poor and unprotected for the orphan. the Widow and 
the stranger The baSIS of SOCial Justice was not [0 be external power 
and might but the reverence of God and obedIence to HIS moral 
Will 

(A) The Sacredness of Human Lie 
To understand the Idea of Justice m Israel. we must bear In mmd the 
Biblical teachmg thdt the human belOg IS created 10 the Image of 
God that each human hfe IS sacred and of mfinlte worth In conse 
que nee a human bemg cannot be treated as a chattel or an object 
to be disposed of for someone's programme or project or Ideology. 
but must be treated as a personality Every human belOg IS the 
possessor of the right to-life. dlgOlty and honour . and the fruns of 
hiS or her labour 

Justice IS respect for the personality of others and their m 
alienable rights even as injustice IS the most nagrant mamfestauon 
of disrespect for the personality of others Judaism reqUires that 
human personality be respected In every human belng - m the 
female pTisoner of war. m the dehnquent, even 10 the cTimlOal can 
demned to death The supreme Importance of the human belOg 10 

the economy of the UOIverse IS expressed 10 thiS RabbiniC teaching 
Man (the human being) was first created as a Single mdlvldual to 

teach the lesson that whoever destroys one life . SCripture ascnbes It 
to hIm as though he had destroyed a whole world and whoever saves 
one life SCripture aSCribes It to him as though he had saved a whole 
world (Sanhedrin 4 5) 

However , Justice IS more than mere abStention from injuring 
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our fellow human be lOgS The work of Justice IS peace, and the ef 
feet thereof qUietness and confidence forever (Isaiah 32 17) It IS a 
posItive conception and IOciudes economic well bemg IOtellectual 
and spIrItual growth, philanthropy and every endeavour that will 
enable human belOgs to realize the highest and best m thelT natures 

The conditions for that self reahzatlon reqUire active efforts to 
bnng about the final disappearance of injustice and oppreSSion, 
which as represented m the Jewish High Holiday hturgy, are the 
goals of human history 'And may all Wickedness be consumed as a 
flame and may evil rule be removed from the earth declare the 
Rosh Hashana prayers 

(B) The MOTa/ Dutles oJTzedakah 
Nothing IS more fundamental m Biblical and Rabbmlc ethics than 
the moral obligation of tzedakah, a Hebrew tenn which means both 
'chanty' and 'to do Justice The RabbinIC sages of the Talmud 
declared that AlmsgIVIng - I e , aldmg the poor and feedmg the 
hungry-weighs as heavily as all the other commandments of the 
Torah (Talmud Saba Batra 9a) 

In proclalmmg the Jubilee year, which hke the Ten Command 
ments was ascnbed to dIVInely msplred legtslauon revealed on 
Mount Smal, the Bible ordamed And If your brother waxes poor, 
and hiS means fail with you, then you shall uphold him as a 
stranger and a settler shall he live with you' (Levltlcus 25 35) The 
RabbiS observe that the expreSSIOn that 'Your brother may [we wuh 
you' means that It IS our personal and communal duty to see to 1l 
that our fellow human bemgs do nOt die of starvation Though the 
person be a 'stranger' or 'an allen settler', he (or she) IS to be mclud 
ed In the term 'your brother' and IS to be treated In a brotherly and 
compaSSIOnate manner 

To underscore the supreme virtue of hum am tan an aid to the 
needy In the hierarchy of Jewish moral and splTltual values. the Rab 
blOIC sages regarded such compassionate care of man as an act war 
thy of assOCiation With DIVinity Itself 'God says to Israel, "My sons 
wh~never you gtve sustenance to the pOOl'" I lmpute It to you as 
though you gave sustenance to me, for J[ says 'Comrnan,-l the 
children of Israel my bread for my sacnfices shall ye observe un­
to me Does , then, God eat and drlnk~ No, but whenever you give 
food to the poor, God accounts It to you as If you gave food to Him' " 
(Numbers Rabbah XX VIII 2) 

The virtue of such care for the poor and hungry IS depicted In 
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JewiSh traditIon as the salient attribute of the 'foundmg father' of 
JudaIsm the Patriarch Abraham. who IS called the archetype of the 
'Pharisee of love' In a mldrashlC commentary that begtns wIth the 
phra:.es. 'Let your house be open. let the poor be members of your 
household Let a man's house be open to the north and to the south, 
and to the east and to the west, the Rabbis descnbe the 
humamtananlsm of Abraham 

He went OUI and wandered about and when he found wayfarers he brought 
them to h,s hous<: .. nd he g .. ve wheaten bread to hIm who~ wont It ...... not [0 eat 
wheaten bread and so wllh meat and ... me And not only thIS but he bUIlt large 
IOns on the roads and pUi food and dnnk wuhm them and all came and ate and 
drank and blessed God Therefore qUIet of Spin! was granted 10 him and all that 
the mouth of man can a.k for was found 10 hiS house ~bot de RabbI Nathan 

VII l7a b] 

Elsewhere the Talmud admOnishes 'He who has no pity upon 
hIS fellow neatures IS assuredly not of the seed of Abraham out; 
father (Sezah 32b) 

In JeWish commUnlm:s, from Blbhcal urnes through the pre 
sent, there was much free and generOllS glVIng of alms to all who 
asked - even to decelVer:.l-and there was also much systematic and 
careful rehef through estabhshed institutions Each JeWish com 
muntly boasted of a lamhuz (pubhc kitchen) from which the poor 
receIved twO meals dally There was also the kupah (alms box) for 
the dIsbursement of benevolent funds on Sabbath eve to prOVide 
three meals for Sabbath (Mishnah Peah VIII 7) Additional care 
was exerCised In respect of the Itmerant poor who were provldcd 
with a loaf of bread which sufficed for two meals, and who were also 
enmled to the cost of lodging 

1 he Slbhcal laws of chanty In Palestine relating to 'gleanmg , 
the 'forgotten sheaf dnd 'the corner of the field ' , Imphed the 
underlymg Idea that nauonal terruory belongs to the public as a 
whole In accordance With JeWish law landowners used to lay open 
fences surroundmg theIr fields and vmeyards and dunng certam 
hours of the day the needy "'ere allowed to eat from the produce of 
the harvest There was also a lhreE' yearly allocation of MaaseT Ani 
lpoor man" tithe) from the threshmg noor 

Thus there arose the chantable traditions and msutuuons of 
the JeWIsh people which have remamed a rehglOus communal 
charactenstlc ever since These Cll'itomS of chanty which were 
foreIgn to the pagan frame of mmd of the Greeks and Romans also 
had an abIding Impact on the nature of the Chnstlan 'cantas 
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(C) Peace and War 
And finally, the stability, as well as the happmess of a commumty 
can only be assured when It rests upon a foundation of peace In the 
absence of peace there can be neither prospenty nor well bemg 
'Peace IS equal In worth to evervthlng', d eclare the Rabbis (Slfra), 
and they add 'Beloved IS peace since the benedictions only conclude 
wuh the hope of peace,' thus teaching that the blessings even of the 
I-hgh Pnest are of no avail unless accompamed by peace (Numbers 
Rabbah 11 7) 

While the Prophets of Israel and the Rabbis believed that God 
Intended the natIOns to be at peace with one another war was not 
prohibited Jewish ethiCS would admit the duty to defend the higher 
values In human life by war If necessary If isaiah or Jeremiah had 
thought that Yielding to the foreign Invader would mean destruction 
to the rehglOn or the people they valued they would have urged 
resistance, with the same vigour that they demanded constantly the 
practice of nghu>ousness 1'1 obedience to God's Will All the facts of 
Blbhcal and post Blbhcal Judaism taken together lead to the con 
cluslOn that the ethical judgement on war according to Judaism, IS 
that It must be eradicated to make human hfe confonn to the DIVine 
rule. that those gUilty of causing It commit a cnme against humamty 
and a Sin agamst God However , they are Justified who. to defend 
the higher values In human hfe , remt If necessary !>y war, dn attack 
on them The Justification would extend to a natIOn's defence of ItS 
hbeny The splTltual values In the IIff' of a nation which mclude lt~ 
hlstonc dlStlOCtlVeness, may Justify n , when attacked or threatened, 
to engage In war to save ItS Independent eXistence (See Dr Israel 
Mauu<.k m hiS study Jewuh Elhzcs, particularly hiS chapter on 'Th(' 
Judgement on War ) 

II Some [mphcanons for Chtlsu::lDs and Jews 
What are the nnpiLc3t1ons of these facts for Christians and Jews to 
day) 

It IS eVident that we live m an dge of Violence and of terror 
There I"; not a contment on the globe that IS not rtespOiled by terror 
and vlOlenc€' by bal bansm and by a growmg callousness to human 
suff<.>rlOg and pam and thleat to human eXistence At the centre of 
the human cns]s IS the fundamental depreCiation of the meamng 
and va iu(" of human life In theologJcal terms the Blbhcal affirma 
uon that each human life IS created m the sacred Image of God and 
I"; then-fore of ultlmat€' worth and preCiousness IS bemg battered 
from ("very Side 
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It IS my convIction that thIs erosion In the behef In the sanctity 
of human life IS onc of . he decIsIve b lack legaCies bequeathed by 
NazI Germany CO man kmd By and large with rare excep[10n the 
overwhelmm~ maJonty 01 citizens of the Western world and their 
dommant institutions have aVOIded confrontmg the magnitude of 
evil Incarnate In the NazI Holocaust and have therefore faIled to 
learn how to cope with forces and structures of dehumantzatlOn that 
are bem~ replicated In many parts of the globe 

The NazI campaign agamst the JeWIsh people was umque and 
In many ways unprecedented Yet the NaZI trauma mUSt not be seen 
as a Jewl~h obseSSIOn for the fatefu l meanmg of the Holocaust IS of 
u ltimate Importance to the future capacity of mankmd to under 
stand Itself and to acqu ire the resources to cope with the challenges 
to ItS survival (See the diSCUSSion of Max Weber s 'seculanzatlon 
cilc;enchantment of the world and ratlonaitzatlon as root causes for 
undermining a ll moral norms In a bureaucrauzed soCIety In my 
ReligIOUS Values m an Age oj Violence pp 46 32 ) 

Bleak as are the prospects for countering these forces of 
dehumamzatlon In the world 'we need not complete the task as 
Rabbi Tarphon admOnIshed, 'but neither are we free to deSist 
therefrom In concert If we are to learn from the NaZI Holocaust 
and not be doomed to allow ItS repenllon we must attempt at the 
very ledst the folJow1Og 

First Chnstlans and Jews shou ld engage 10 a maSSive, can 
certed effort to establish a 'new humanism' on a global baSIS that 
~eeks to restore the Bib lical value of the 1Of1Oltt=: worth and 
precIOusness of each human ltfe that must be appreciated as an end 

Itself and never as an object of somebody else's proJect, programme 

Ideology or revolution 
Second Chnstlans and Jews must help engender a national and 

1Oternanonal attItude of scorn and contempt for those who use 
Violence or who advocate the use of Violence We must work to de 
romantiCIZe all appeals to use Violence and terrOTlSffi as a means of 
Itheratlon or of mstltutlonahud oppression smce from a moral 
standpomt no ends can Jusufy such anu human means 

Third, ChTistians and Jews must work to curtail the resort to In 

flammatory propaganda especially from mternauona l forums 
which have psycholog'lca l Impact on an mternatlOnal scale As Prof 
Gordon Allpon of Harvard University demonstrated In hiS monumental 
study, The Nature oj PrejUdlCe, there IS an mevuable progressIOn 

from 'verbal aggressIOn to VIOlence from rumour to not, from gossip 

to genocide' 

'1 
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Fourth Christians and Jews must work toward educational 
development and communication among peoples to reduce the 
abraSive effects of 'dIfferences DIfferences as we have learned In 

the pluralIstic experiences of the Western world can be a source of 
enrichment rather than a threat 

Fifth, Chnstlans and Jews should engage In an urgent and sus 
tamed Intellectual and educational effort to elaborate a theology 
and Ideology of pluralism ""hlch presupposes the right of each 
rehglOus, raCIal. and ethntc group to define Itself In us own terms 
and to be accepted unconditionally by ItS own self definition Group 
narcIssism as Dr Erich Fromm observes, arouses mtense hostlhty 
between gToups , and 'IS one of the most Important sources of human 
aggression' In helping e.tabhsh a pluralIstic world View, Chnstlans 
and Jews have a decISIve contribution to make to the bUIlding of the 
Ideologtca l foundations wlthout which a stable world community 
cannot come IOta bemg 

SIxth, Christians and Jews should work toward makmg the 
economy of each nation as self suffiCient and stable as possible 10 the 
sense of not perpetually requmng rehef support Inextncably hnked 
with such an effort IS the control of the arms race on an mtema 
tIOna) scale, and a rational re ordering of priorities that allows for 
adequate defence and yet at the same time reallocates some of the 
billiOns wasted on anns that should be applied to the crying needs of 
the hungry, the dIseased and the homeless 

Central In such efforts must be the preSSing need to raise 
human conSCiousness In an effective mternatlonal effort to halt the 

Irrational prohleratlon 01 nuclear weaponry and to bnng about 
serious sustamed actIons for uOlversal simultaneous disarmament 
There IS no higher pnonty for human survIVal at thiS moment In 

human history 
And finally, Christians and Jews need to recognize the fun 

damemal Interdependence of all human rights and collaborate 
vigorously to assure that every nation - EaSt and West North and 
South - Implement fully their commitments to the Umversal 
Declaration on Human RIghts 

In particular , Chnstlans and Jews should work for the comple 
tlon of the JudICial instrumentalities called for by ArtIcle 6 of the 
GenOC ide convention m the fonn of an international penal tribunal 
for trying those who are accused of genOCide attempts anywhere In 

the world 
'The salvation of mankmd', Alexander Solzhemtzyn remmds 

us 'wtl l depend on everyone becommg concerned about tht' welfare 
of everybody everywhere ' 

83 - 700-37 




