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"WHAT IS JUDAISM," ----
I.I!8 DOC!RIDB. ------

RABBI ABBA BIL EL SILV ~R. 



• 

• 

• 

It 1■ Ter, difficult to g1Ye a ■atlafaoto17 

lef1Jl1tlon of an ~1■ter1c ta1t1l like .lulal■-; in faet. ne 

attempt to define Ja4a1ara waa made until the .twelft~ 

oentury of the oOIDJlon era, and then not b7 a oounoll or a 

87Jl04 bat b7 all 1Dd1T14ual. t no time ln the ~lato17 of 

our people did &Jl7 author1tat1Te bocl7 define the eaaenoe or 

the fulne■■ of Ju.4alu. Apparently there was no need for 

■uch a definition. A Jew was born into his faith Just aa 

he waa born into his race. and he · waa trained fro■ earlie■t 

chll4hoo4 into a bod7 of religious practices which pre­

auppoaed or suggested a number of religious doctrine■ • 
• 

So that for centurte■ we had no a7stea of 

Jewish t~eoloa. Ju■t a■ we had no system of Jewiah ethic■• 

It waa onl.7 after a long period of tl11e, co1111i4erabl7 later 

in the hi■tor7 of our faitll, especlall7 ln the K144le Age■• 

that the nee4 •• felt to ■et up a definition of our fait~. 

At that ti .. there sprang up aectarlaJli.811 w1tll1Jl I■rael, 

aad the· leader■ of our falt~ felt it lnou■bent upea tu■ 

to define ncciatl7 and •~arpl.7 what 1■ tralltlonal 

author1tat1Te .la4al• and what 1■ not. nd tllea, too. at 

that ti■• the rellgiou■ peleai■t■, the oppoaltlon on th• 

part of other faith■, like Ko~&□ aaan1■11 an4 Chriatianlt7 • 

ao■pelled the l•der■ of our faith to define an4 to 41■-

tinplu .Ju4al■m from other fait~•; an4 ao in re■pon•• to 

th••• inner an4 outer need• aa atte■pt ••• made b7 aa 
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coapletel.7 expreese4 Jakin. Be emuaeratel thirteea 

article■ of faitk. A few oenturie■ later another Hebrew 

philo■opker. Alb. re4uoe4 the■e thirteea to tbree e■■enti 
. 

article■ of tbe Jewiah fait•. D81Bel7, the exiatenoe of Gol, 

reTelation and retribution. But it 1111st be borne ia min4 

that the■• were indiTidual opinions of in&iTidllal ... •~ich 

neTer receiTed the ■anction of a bod.7. eTen though tbe7 414 

receiTe popular approTal. gain. it should be borne in 

■ind that theae thirteen article ■ of faith of llaimonide■. 

or these three article• of faith of Albo. nenr becaae tbe 

teat of allegiance to iludain, and no Jew 1a eTer aake4 

foraall7 to llllb■oribe to thera • 

!here aeeaa to b. rather. a deliberate 

aTo14anoe in Ierael to aet up a creel, to fonmlate a 

a7ate■ o~ dogma■ which would repre■ent our faitk--a rather 

leliberate aToil.ance of•~ aoh fonmlation. AJ14 the 

reaaoa for it ia quite apparent: the ■-nt 7ou ■tart te 

4efine a thlJlg 7011 are nr7 llkel.7 to confine it. A orNI 

1■• after all. •1117 a tentat1Te fonm.latlo of tntk; lt 1■ 

the tntk of the hour; and whea people attempt to g1Te Uai■ 

tentatlTe truth eternal T&l14it7. •ken the7 attempt to make 

that truth whick 1■ tlwre b1n41ng for all tl11e, then the7 

defeat the Ter7 purpoee of religion; tbe7 thwart the a4Tano 

the progreaa of the ■plrltual experiment of man wbiob we 

oall rellgio. 

AD4 ■ o while there mq be religlou for whoa 
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a formal co~eaaioa of faith 1• essential. there are 

religiou wllo mak• it of prl11AJ7 illportanoe for it■ 

4eTot••• to aomowledge or to nbacribe to oertalJI foraal 

••-•• !he ■alTatlo• of the lndlTidual 1a 4ependent 

upoa ~1• aooeptanoe of a 41T1Jle oreel or a 41T1ne dopa; 

regardleae of lll• aoral coa4uot. regar4leea of hla aotiou, 

the aooeptanoe of a er•••• of a belief. 1■ eaaentlal to 

■alTatio. I ■117. while there ma7 be religion■ who haTe 

thue made belief central lnthelr theoloa. .1u4a1am 1■ not 

ach a faitll. !he great Jewiah humani■t. Ko■•• en4el■-

■ou. truly atated that Judai■m 1 ■ a life and not a creel. 

B7 that he meant that it 1• a mode of living rather than a 

a7etem of theologic thtntlq • 

Ja4a1• 1■ a cod of moral practice■ 

ground 4 111 Go411neaa rather than a ■et or a grORp of 

Mtaphyelcal or tbeologic speculation. Ju4a1• 1■ ethloal 

14ealle■ rather than intellechal a■■ertiou co110ernln1 

'Ilia or that faot in t~eolog. And it alaoul4 alao be 

borne 1n mllll. tllat JR4al• la not f ov.na ln ou boek or la 

••• ■et of boon er la oae plaoe. 'l'h• whole of Jll4a1• 

1■ aot confined in the Bible. !here are••~ lan la the 

Bible 11hloll are toda7 baolete.eTen for th• orillo4u Jew; 

and there are•~ praetloe■ ant ln■tltutlon■ in I■rul 

tola7 aaona reform an4 ortho4a Je .. that are not eTea 

meat1one4 1D the Bible. 

!be rellgiou■ life of our people 414 not 

Jaalt with the coapletloD of the Bible. the oreat1Ye 
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religiou■ geniu■ of our race paaae4 be7ond the Bible lnte 

the writ1nge of the Apoornlla. into the writlnga of the 

apooaJ.n,■•. 1.Jlto tbe writing■ of the Kl■)ma. into the 

wrltinga of the Talaa4. iJlto th• wrltlnga of the Miclraa. 

into the rellgloa■ phllo■oplq and the religlou■ poet17 of 

the Kiddle Ag•• and of IIOdern tlllle■ • .Juul■• 1■ a llTlng 

erganl■■• u organia■ which for more than three tho•aD4 

7ear■ has grown and expanded and 4eTelope4;aocordlzag t• 

the lan of ita OWD nature. to be eur•. but oonatantl7 

changed in reaponae to the altere4 need■ of life and to 

the growing mowledge of the worl4. And that is what make■ 

it ao difficult. well nigh lmpoaslble. to define .ludai&11; 

and yet lf our taitll mq be ■aid to haTe no aystea of 

dogma■• lt yet baa a certain DR ber of fQa4amental 

principle■ upon whioll the whol auper■tructure 1■ built. 

11 that•• u deratand. when we speak of Jud.al••• l■ 

grounded 1n a few tremendoua oonTiotiou. ln a few mlg~tJ' 

faith■• ancl w1tllout th••• conT1ot1ou and without th••• 

faitk■ • wbioll 1.Jlfol'lllllthe labor■ of patrlarok ILD4 prop~et, 

of pr1e■t and ■orlbe, of ■age anl rabbi. tJaroug)I aore thaa 

thlrt7 generatiou.--I aq, wit~out th•• principle■ &DI 

the•• oonTiotiou lD.1&1■11 1■ un\atelllgllale. !o be nn . 

.Julai■a l■ a ao4e of llTillg. a code of moral prlnolpl••• 

but it 1■ a mo4e of 11Tlllg whio~ reoe1Te■ it■ luplrat1oa 

fro■ oertaln fllnlamental an4 ba■io tr11th■• oertala mlg~\7 

afflr•tlou of the ■plr1t of ..... am of th••• I want to 

■peak a moment th1■ aornlng. 
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~irat and fore■oat among theae might7 

conYictiona i■ Oo4. !he watchwor6 of Israel 1nacribe4 

aboTe our aaore4 altar. and inacribed upon the tablets of 

our heart. ia. "Hear O Iarael. the Lord ia our ~od. the 

Lor4 ia one." !here are two part■ to this great affiraa-

t1oa--th1a great affirmation whick greete4 the a.awa and 

greet■ the aetting an; thia affirmation which fall■ ~ro■ 

the lips of the 471.Jag and comforts and console■ the IQ'ria4 

eoale of our people; tbi■ migllt7 affirmation which baa oome 

dowa through the agea. with tbe rh7tlmaio maroll of tbe age-

old wandering of our people. Hear . o Israel. the Lord ia 

our Jo4. the Lord is one. " 

Qod ia without and within. in the Y181ble 

and in the iDYiaible_. in the p 7eical and in the apiritual; 

in the no•. in the then. and in the hereafter; above and 

below and ithia. God 1■• In the beginning--Go4; in the 

end--Gocl. ''He waa; he 1■; he will be--in eternal maJeat7. 

!he uniYer■e la not a blin4 mechaniu. witaout purpoae. 

without plan. without deatiUT; the univer■e 1a a peraonal­

lt7. and all the infinite varle"7 of the uaiverae are but 

ll&Difea\atiou of the 111f1a1te varl•t7 of the Supre .. in& 

and ill wlao tran■eenla 1\, •• the oreator tranaoen4■ that 

whloll he create■• an4 •ll• 1nlwell■ w1tll1• 1, •• the purpo•• 

of the oreator ooll4eaoen4■ to 4Nl1 wit~ln the oreate&. 

The Lord 1• our Go&. an4 that Lori 1■ ou; aot a ■at~ematlc 1 

un1t7. not an ar1tlaaet1oal uD1t7. but•• lr1tv.al an~ 

lntelleotllal unit7. God 1■ one in the ■enae of the . 
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enene■■ of plan an4 purpo • ; in the aen • of the onen••• 

of the 4eelping and the creatlTe mini; God le one in the 

■en■e that he 1■ the ole aouroe and the aole go 1; that 

al.l thlnge radiate fro■ hl■ and ten4 towari■ hill. Qod 1■ 

eu ln t he ••n•• of eon■tano7 of purpo■• an4 eteaUa■tne■■ 

of eternal law; Qocl 1■ one in tha Hn■• of Ill• llaraoiv •• 

tile perfeot orgaais tioa and the perfeot rlqtb of Ill■ 

lUliTerH. 0.4 1• one la the eeue of hie all-• 

"111 and hi■ all-eaaoapaaeing 1 Te. 

•o• the■ ... Ire lldOll■ afflraatiou--tlle 

ezlatenoe of God and the 11nlt7 of Qo&--are the throbbing 

heart of lllclai1111. Other religion■ haYe co• to accept 11. 

and that 1• • 11. ffie ola io pr,qer of our litura i■ • 

•11q all oreate4 tbinga coma to know thee and unite 1n one 

brotherhool to do tlq will." But Iarael was fir■t to 

project thi■ reTolutioDa17 epirltual tratb in the anoleal 

wor14 of 14olat17 DI aaper■tltioa. and. la4a1■ •••tro7el 

14olat17 an4 .lulaln e nolpatec1 the 1114 ancl the ■olll. of 

... fro■ the■• prllllt1Ye euper■tltiom ad t ••• pr1alt1Te 

lrea4■ • Qot 1■• aal Qol 1■ OM. • ol• of 111ul • 

■alt•• of tlle Ra •1■• aq be ezpne el la ,ll1■ falt11. 

fte Baltbl ■all. 1 lli ■ 11 ~l•tloal n:,. Qe pTe t Mo■e■ 

611 o an4m,t■, 161 gatlTe - .. uent■• 111 aocorlan • 

wltll the ber of the la7■ of the 7ear. aat 268 p ■ltlTe 

nu. ln aoooraanoe w1,11 t • 111111ber of• •• 

llldt■• .ld DaTlcl O an4 recluo•I th• I •l Te ; &M 

Kloall oua and re4Doe4 th to tlaNe. ftoa ha■t ••• tol& 

--



• 

• 

• 

Oman. what ia good. and what is required of thee ia onl.7 

to do Juetl.7. to love mercy and to walk humbl7 with 004. 

And then tbe prophet Habakku~ came and reduced them all to 

one--the ri~teoua man ahall live by his faith." . !hat ia 

the rock upon which all else ia built. 

And this one God ia a moral being. I me&Jl 

b7 that--or lu4a1am means b7 that. that God is not a 

whiuical tyrant who rule■ Ilia worlcl according to tbe 

whiu and the paesiona of the aoment. God 1a the moral 

law of the uni Tera• ; God 1• the wiae and the 3Dat ruler of 

the universe. The God. of Israel ia not a cnel Go4; he ia 

a just God. The universe muat be baaed upon the 

undeviating principlea of ~atice or it cannot endure, 

4'Uat as the social life of an et be eatablished upon the 

aoli4. unshaken found.ationa of r1ghteouaneaa, or anarcl\, 

and ohao■ enBlle. 

So that the God of Iarael ia a Juat God; but 

Ood knows that men are finite and frail and weak ancl: 

oapable of a1B, and that be created them thua frail an4 

weak; and ■o Go4, the God of j etlo•. ia alao the Goa o-r 

infinite mero7 and coapaaaio•. "Qo4 ia righteoua 1D all 

kl• ••7•. bu\ oompaaaioaa\e iJl all hi■ ioi11g■." Qo4 1■ 

both ruler and father. ju4ge and ~r1eD4. !he worla D•••• 
both ~•tice and loTe to correct ou aaother and to 

npplement one another. 

!here la retribution in life, •&7• Jll4alaa. 

!he eTil will 71el4 eTll eTea aa the good Will 7lel4 goo4 
_,_ 
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unto the thousandth generation . God rewards and Oo4 . 
puniahea--not in our wq but in hie W&7· But the moral 

lawa wring their own retribution. One cannot play f'aat 

and looae with them. !hie ia .1D4aiam'a belief concerning 

Go4: one spiritual. moral creator of the un1Ter••• who . 
4a117 recreate■ it, tranacenaent and yet imminent; ■oral, . 
ju.et and merciflll. And man, according to Ju.dale■• 1■ the 

child of Go4, made in hia laage. in hi■ apirltual a■pira-

tlona. which are God's reTelatiou to man. That la ll w 

God apeaka to man; that le how ~oa reTeala himaelf to man; 

that ie how God reTeala hie will and hie purpoee■ to man.-­

through the moral and ethical epirationa, through the 

groplnga. through the upreaohi~ of the human soul for the 

higher leTela of life. I a y t tin hie moral aapira-

tiona ~n is kin of Go4. and 

God when he tries in his o 

an oat nearl.7 ap roache■ 
" 

finite and limited way to 

The Rabbis ea14, "Bow can man imitate ~4T 

Kan la puerile, apirituall7 1ns1gn1f1oant. morall7 

corruptible; God i ■ infinite and eternally aplrltual." 

Said the Rabble, "God ■aid to man. 'Ju.at aa I am aeroihl. 

■o do you t17 to be meroiflll one to another. Juat aa a 

I righte011■• ■o do you t17 to be righte01l■ one to 

another. lllet a■ I feel tbe lmngJ7 ana olotlle tbe naul 

and oare for the orpka .. a and hear theory of the 41■treaae, 

•• do 7n 4o ■imllarl7.'" 

In the effort■ of man to imitate Gol 

■o■t nearly approach•• o4 and man ■o■t tnl7 worablp■ <Joi. 

-a-



• 

• • 

• 

Ritual ia good; ceremonle■ have their Yalu••• their 
. 

pedagogic yaluee in life. but the truest orship. the real 

worahip of God 1■ the worehip of the deed--of kindlineaa • 

of juetioe. of ■erTioe. of eaorifice. "Of what value are 

the 1111lt1tu4•• of your offering■ unto met" said Iaaiah. 

apeaking in the name of Go4. "ReaoTe your Ya1n oblations 

froa before me. I do not delig)lt in 7our ne oou and in 

7our feet1Tal■. Rather waek 7e; make 7e clean. ReaoTe the I 

. 
eTll froa before 7our eye■ ; oease to do eTil. Learn to do 

well; ~4.ge the oppressed; plead for the fatherlea■; oare 

for the widow." Th1J ia the worahip of 004. 

nd there le nothing that Judaiam baa 

■tressed ao coneistentl7. ao forcibl.7 aa these prlnciplee 

of social juatice and social ri hteouen ea aa being the 

■ode■ of the woreh1p of Go4. great English eaaa71at and 

thinker baa this to ■q: "A• long aa the world last■ all 

who want to make progreaa ln righteousness will o 118 to 

Ierael for 1nap1rat1on. a■ to the people that had the aenae 

of righteouanee■ aoet glowing and ■trongeat." Thia 1 ■ the 

phra■e of Matthew Arnoll. So central ia tbia thought in 

our religion tlaat the great Hillel. •~o was the earl7 con­

te■pora17 of the founder of Chrlat!u!ti'. on being a■ke4 to 

•tat• all tha, .llllai■■ 1•. in th• brlef apaoe of a Hcon4 • 

All. "!hat whio~ 1■ hateflll 1U1to tq■elf lo not 4 unte 

other■. !lll■ lat~• 1ib.ole of the !oru; the rea, la 

o -•ata17. Qo anl ••4 11." 

"!bat wlaim la llatetal unto tll7■elf 4o not d 
_,_ 
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unto other■." That ia the negat1Te formulation of the 

poa1t1Te commandment already found in our Book of 

LeYiticua. "Love th7 neighbor aa tlqaelf. for I am the 

Lord." man in hia aenice of Goel, in hie worehip · of 

God. in hia petitions to God. needs no mediator. needs none 

to intercede for him. Man is the child of od; all· men 

are the aona of God. man can come to hie ~ atl .. er in 

Heaven directly and immediately through pra7er. througk 

spiritual exaltation. and seek co1111111n1on 1th hia Heavenl7 

Father. And when he haa erre4. when he hae einne4. when 

he haa wandered from the right patk. then, too, he can come 

•• a child co • to his father. begging forgiYenea■ direotl7 

to hia father • 

And a■ cleriYing fro these great moral 

ooapulaiona of our faith, two other great moral principle■ 

atand out as characteriatic of Judai■■. One is the ideal 

of the brotherhood of man. God is one; all men are hie 

children. f'BaTe e not all one father? Hath not one o4 

created ua allY ~. then. ahould we deal treacheroual7 

one with anotherT" In the eight of God there are no 

bite or black or 7ellow or brown or red; in the eight of 

Go4 there are men held in the iron reatrainta of human 

deati117, aabJeot to a common l••• nffering fro■ common 

11mitat1ou. eeek1ag a ooaaoa happ1ne••• All are brother■ 

flne writer. not ao Yery loag ago. 1a 

apeak111g of our modera debt to Ierael--Profea■or Bal4•1a-­

aq■ tllia of Ierael' ■ preaoluaent of lllllll&ll brotller•OH: 
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"Whatever there ia in modern o1Y111sation that is making 

for human fratern1't7; whatever religious aspiration is 

calling men _to a higher •-nae of dut7; wherever men and 

women are toiling to prove that humanity ia a great 

brothe.rhoo4. there e find men liYing. acting. thinkiDB • 

under the influence of tbeae leaders of Hebre thought-­

the prophet• of Israel." 

1th t e ideal of human brotherhood 

inevitably came the ideal of universal peace. "Peace be 

~•to thoae wao re far and unto t hoee who are near." 

Iarael visioned the clq when men will abed the ugl7 an4 

aateful accoutermenta of the Jungle llfe--the hate■, the 

animoaitie■ . the rlYalrlea, leadi_.n,g to bloodshed and to 

41saater. ana will unite in Y lunt ry cooperatiYe effort■ 

for the enrichment of life and he ennobling of ciTilisa­

tion. And Judaism long ago, almo■t three thouaand ye ra 

ago. proJecte4 the marveloua vision into the consciou neas 

of mankin4 • . the vision of that glorious day en men will 

beat their swords into plowaharee and their knives into 

pruning hoota; hen nation will not lift up aworCl against 

nation, nor learn ar &Jl1' more. 

Universal peaoe b aed on universal r1ghteoua­
of the 

Dea■ baa been and ia today on•.••aential an4 indiapeuable 

oonYiotiona--prinoiplN. if 7ou will--of our hiatoric faitJa.1 
I 

An4 laatl7. fr1en4■• the doctrine■ of 

lu4ai■■ oontala alao thie 4ootr1ne concerning the role Whio 

I■r .. 1 u a people 1• to pla7 in the werl&. !he rellgiea 
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of Israel ia a universal religion, because the od of 

Israel ie t e God not only of Israel but of all mankind. 

nere ia not a place eo small. as small as the heart of a 

oh114. here God ia not. and there is not a place as vaat 

as the solar system which can quite contain Him. He is 

the ;;.,Od of everything and of everyone. And yet the people 

of Israel long ago. by an act of spiritual decision. b7 an 

expreasion of the corporate will of the people of Israel, 

established a peculiar relationship witk God which it 

called a coYenant--the covenant of braham, the onenant 

of Sinai; that covenant of which the prophet Jeremiall 

speaka--the coYenant to be ood's servant■ in the worl4; to 

be hia miniatera; to bt9 hia prieata. to preac~ his truta • 

hie la• to ,mkin4. itself and aaeume4 

voluntarily the burden of belng tbe eenanta of ~od in the 

orld. d this is the doctrine of the chosen people, wbic 

la ao frequentl7 ■iaconatrued, but which le, nevertbeleee, 

quite basio in the religious thinking of Israel. Israel 

does not look upon itself ae having been chosen for special 

favor•. special privll•s••i d kn we no partlalit7 and no 

faTorit1aa and no br1ber7; Iar el wac ho en not because of 

ita peculiar merits or peculiar superior raci l or ental 

endowmente--not at all. In none of the classic writings of 

our people do 7ou find a~ undue praiae g1Ten to Israel b7 

the prophet& of the people and the ■poke1111en of the people. 

Bather 4o 7ou find 4eJmnciat1on and caatlgation for the 

people's f 11111p an4 ahorlco 1.Dga. !he 4ootr1M of 'h• 

-12-
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obo■en people doea not at all partake o 

racial or national superiority which bae to4a7 become the 

fond obaeeaion of some peoplee or race• in the world. llor 1 

hae that doctrine of the cho■en people at any time inap1n4 

Israel to aet out upon a career of con uest by might to 

aub4ue the orl4. ae a eimilar doctrine of selection baa 

inepired other people. 

!'he doctrine of the choaen people simpl7 

meant tbat Ierael Tolunteerecl to aeaume the croWD and the 

oroae of religious ga14ance and leaderahip in the worl4; to 

teaob the word of Go4; to teach the law of Go4 to thoae 

who 91' not yet haTe heard it. And thia haa brought I ■rul 

great trl'bulatioa anct BUfferlng an4 aorrow. Rellglo• 

leaderahlp ••7 be a oro11J1 bat it 1a a crown of thorn■• 

Bow faitllhl Ierael haa remaine to thia cbarge--"Be unto 

them a kingdom of prieata and a bol7 eo le--"let our 

martyred dead bear teatimo~; let all the reat social 

movements of mankind which felt the impact of the dynamic 

spirit of the Jew bear teatimo117; let the cross end the 

cre■oent bear teati110117. for they kindled their torch at th~ 

sacred fire• of our altar; let the Rena1saance and the 

Refomation bear teatlmony. for in the intellectual 

preparation for the one Ierael pla7e4 not an lncons14erable 

role. an4 in tbe 14eoloa of the other ■oat 4eo1■1Te role 

I 

I 
let all the great lm11&Dltarlaa ■oTement• of the la■t oennr~ 

bear te■tl -,. fort •7. too. felt the 4r1T1Jlg urge. the 

-11-
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peculiar challenge of the son■ and daughters of Israel. 

'l!heae, then. friends, are the essential 

principles of Judaiam: concerning ~od, who is one, spiritua • 

moral, Just and merciful. Concerning man: man is the 

child of Goa, who most nearl7 approaches God as he most 

trul.7 imitates spiritual qualities which he ascribes-unto 

God; who most truly worships God by serving his fellowmen; 

who can come into constant communion with God directly and 

immediatel.7; whose supreme obligations are to lead the 

rigbteoua life, the life conducive to righteousness, to· 

brotherboo and to peace. And concerning Israel: Israel 

la the priest people, burdened with an historic deeti~ 

to preach the ' ord of Go4; to be the prophetic voice 

calling, even in the wilderne •• n to duty. to ■erTice, 

to aelf-sacrifice, to peace, and to love. 




