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TEE JEWISH RELIGION - ITS ESSENCE 

November 19, 1950 

In speaking of the Jewish religion, we should bear in mind that vre are speak­

ing of a religion that is very, very old - nearly 4,000 years old -a religion which 

spans perhaps four-fifths of the recorded history of mankind, and it must, therefore, 

be very clear to us that such a religion so old must have changed and evolved and 

progressed through its long history or it could not have survived. Static religions, 

like all static human institutions, perish and pass away. It should also be very 

clear to us that this religion must be possessed of some .ermanent , vital and valid 

and unive1sally applicable truths to have outlasted all the varying forms of social 

life during this long period of time and all the changes and advancements in human 

thought in the last 4,000 years. 

Both these things are true of ~daism. Judaism has changed through the cen­

turies. In fact, change and progress are characteristic of Judaism. Judaism seems 

to have been possessed of a rare genius to accept other ideas and re-mold them, to 

make new adjustment without, at the same time, sacrificing its own intrinsic and di~ 

tinctive essence. Judaism has changed and has remained in its essential teachings 

constant, a continuous and identifiable reality, spiritual oneness. 

The origins of our religion are quite humble and are lost in the mists of 

time. All human activities are of humble origin - all science, all art, architecture, 

music, painting, sculpture - whatever activity one may think of, its beginnings are 

very, very humble, very crude, very primitive. And our Bible retains quite a number 
as it were 

of these low-strata/ of beliefs ani religious practices which ,,ere common to our an-

cestors in the dim, distant days as they were conunon to all ancient peoples . Our 

Bible, we find, frequentJ.y admonishes our forefathers to11 put m1ay the gods which your 

fathers served on the other side of the river in Egypt, and serve ye the Lord". Our 

Bible calls attention not alone to the worship of maey other gods among our forefathers, 

many "Baalim" of the heathen, but also the many superstitious practices in which our 

forefathers indulged - magic and divination and fertility rights and sacrifices, even 
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human sacrifices. But the voice of the Bible which adnonishes our forefathers against 

these beliefs and these practices is already the voice of the higher religious con­

sciousness of our people. It is the voice of what we may call the authentic Judaism, 

the permanent quality of the religion of our people. That Juiaism which has evolved 

early - earlier by far than anong any other people - into the kind of a spiritual 

and prophetic faith vrhich it is today and which has been for a long time. 

When we, therefore, speak of the essence of the Jewish religion, we should be 

thinking of our religion at its highest and perfected expressions, not in terms of its 

humble origins. \Ve must think of the Judaism of the prophets, that amazing group of 

spiritual geniuses who lived between the 8th and the 5th centuries before the Common 

Era, vrho reached the very peaks of religio,1s idealism and the very depths of spiritual 

insight. 

Now, there have been other peaks reached by our religion since that time of 

the prophets - high plateaus reached by sages and seers and Rabbis - in the subsequent 

centuries, but the real heroic creative period of Ju ism was the period of the pro­

phets which witnessed the very highest peaks reached and hich saw the main contours 

of our religion, as it were, defined., and the goals set for all time. It is in that 

Juda.ism that we find what we may call the essence of our faith. But it should be re­

membered that the essence of a faith :is not its totality. It is not necessarily its 

full substance, or its historic personality. You may say that the essence of a man 

is his thinking mind because that does represent man at his highest, but man is much 

more than a thinking mind. 

• What then is the prophetic essence of our religion? Here again vre should 

bear in mind that the purpose of religion is not to explain the universe. Insofar as 

any explanations are at all possible, and it is doubtful whether any real explanations 

of the basic reality of the cosmos are at all possible - but insef:ar as arry explana.-
. 

tions are available, they must be sought in the fields of science and scientific re-

search. Religion does not attempt to explain the universe, but to define our proper 
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attitude towards it. Religio!l evaluates. ~at are we to think of this universe, and 

of our place in it? Has existence any rieaning? Is the world a blind mechanism or is 

it an ordered, a universe infonned by purpose and guided by mind? And v,hat is the des­

tiny of man in this universe? And what contributes to the proper achievement of man•s 

destiny? In other words, what is good for man and what is evil for man? Now, these 

are the subjects of all classic religions. Judaism is not a philosophy, strictly 

speaking, although there have been very great Jewish philosophers, but as philoso-

phers who sought to interpret Judaisn philoaophically. Judaism is not a system of 

metaphysics, a system or thought about the universe and its phenomena, or speculation 

about it. It is not concerned with theoretic questio r s really. Judaism is a set of 

positive, moral evaluations leading to a set of compelling moral mandates. 

The prophets of Israel, for example, were not concerned with proving the ey­

istance of a first cause, nor ,rith describing scientifically how God created heaven 

and earth. Dr. Leo Baech, in his very interesting book on Juda:sm, makes this very 

correct observation: 11 The Israelite genius did not move .from nature to man, as later 

in the case or the Greeks, but it moved from man to nature." The prophets began 

their declarations, their pronouncements with the words: 

"Thus saith the Lo d11 • That was their starting point. It was the axi~. When a pro-

phet like Isaiah declares: "Lift up your eyes on high and see 

Who created all this," what he was saying ,·.as not providing a proof for the existence 

of God. To him that required no proof any more than his own existence required a proof, 

but what he was trying to call attention to was to the power and majesty of God, thct 

people may see in the ordered universe, in the majesty and the grandeur of the heavens 

and the earth, a power so great and so perfect, a power that never vrearies nor grows 

faint, so that men should have confidence in that povrer, that that God will not for-

sake them or leave them to destruction. 
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or when the Psalmist, for example - and the PsaJms, dear friends, are pro­

phesies set to music - that• s Yfha t the Psalms are., the message of the prophets who 

later on., as it were., restated by these poets and singers, accompanied to the sound 

of the harp and the psaltery. :cyrically prophesy expresses itself at its best and 

its highest in the 150 Psalms which go to make up our Book of Psalms . 

When the Psalmist said, 

"The heavens declare the glory of God and the finnament showeth His handiwork, " he , 

too , was not endeavoring to provide some argument for a belief in God, but what he 

was expres si. ng poetically was the thought that just as the heavens and the earth and 

everything that one sees is perfect and beautiful and majestic , so is the mer al lavt ., 

nthe law of Godtt . The moral law is perfect and majestic . 

Judaism proclaimed on the strength of moral intuition or mystic insight or re­

velation or the inspired interpretation of human experience - Judaism proclai.~ed that 

this universe isnot anarchy but order, not chaos but cosmos , that a spirit of bound­

less power and boundless goodness fashioned it , that this ~orld is not an architect­

less or mind- less mechanism devoid of personality or of purpose , but that it is the 

creation, the purposeful creation of a master ~ind and a master architect. And just 

as this God, boundJe ss in power and bound]e ss in wisdom and goodness , fashioned all 

things according to his vdll and assigned to each its place , its function ., its attri­

butes ., so also did He fashion man and assigned to him his unfold:i ng position in the 

scheme of things and endowed him with functiors and special capacities. God did not 

create the universe in order to destroy it. "And God saw all that He made , and behold, 

it was very good. Thus saith God - o created the heavens and the earth. n 

" God did not create the world for chaos . " "He fash::oned it 

so that it might be everlastingly inhabited. " or did God create man in order to de-

feat him ultimately in helplessness and in ruin . God wishes man to live and grorr and 

progress and prosper, and there is a way by ,mich man can grow, l ive , progr•ess and 

pros er. That is the good way, the way acceptable to God and accordant to the highest 

interest of man , the way of justice and love , the way of brotherhood and charity and peace . 



e essence of Judaism ta,n, i4ri.1n11m, may e summed up in "titro simple phrases, 

' J.i.~H~Qe.M~~~...,~~~t-faith ~n the perfect God and faith in the perfectable 
\A -

an :impersonal and 1oral force of nature as were the 

gods of 1ih& Maii.ont Q»oolc&: g;p ae1111n■ all the ancient peoples - but .d"'a God who 
-~ 

controls all the forces of nature; C ·11 t11 .-, 91m who is not nature, but .t.M ere-

ator g.f a&;#gwe and• governorr"i.nclacling of coatse, also, rbhe ne:bcne &E M9tfti a God 
'-140 

who is everywhere but whose completeness is -..exhausted ~here. 

contain Thee." 

verse." A God 

Nevertheless, 

10 is far and~er, 
(' 

"The heaven and the heavens of heaven cannot 

11 His glory fills the entire uni­

beyond and ever-present, exalted and yet 

near unto all those who call upon Him. 11 A God rho is beyond 

all time and a.A- space, and et, is the dwelling place of all of us. -----

"Thou hast been our :vrelling place • n all generations." • '.Phis ls 

P.lace but also wit 

one, the God of all creation, the God of all man-

mind - white and black oor ta..t saints and sinners/' - a God 
~~,~~-

o demands 

justice oft o who would worship Him a God whose especial 1vards are the weak and 

the handicapped, the poor, the denied and the di,p~sessed, a God who abhors oppres-
r).u; Ii 

sion and exploitation, who .-.t¥111S"" men to be free and a~ace, to be forgiving and com-

passionate; a God ·who forgives sin arrl evil-doing and summons the sinner unto the very -- ~ . • 
::..!VP.~~ 

_day of his death tor epent and .,. return. ~Faith in~God wag e ssanca of Jadal&1, ➔ 

\4. ~ • • (fh .. ~!.s ~?th ~e, v,,,,-.~·.,,..and father•------=---- 0 our Father.: 

King.'\ u~f!t.tbilr pi ti etb cbiJ drQnp pa.:ti5' rt!po~ tie;- IL 

God to whom we can c all and be anmvered, a God whom v,e rust even vrhen v,e 'll'alk in 

the valley of the shadow of death. r~ Shail not te a:t.aia~ Mil' Qi!eou art wi tb me • Troe .... 
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sity, from the terrors of the unknorm, .from C l sorrow and bereave-

ment; a God who is the strength cJ h&mm the struegle of life and for the )1.,,)d.-) 

ic,$; £..:;;,,~ shield and .,..._ buckler, ever-present help in trouble , 

This~ is th - faith in a personal, just and loving 

God who is One and Everlasting.- cflperfect God. 

he second part of et.tie r Judaism is faith 

in man, in the perfecta.bility of man. Man is not perfect. uan can never be God. Man 

is mortal, f·nite, limited. Man is a creature of God. He is neither all-knm-ring nor 
~ ~ \,.J • 

all-powerful. 

Jevertheless, according to the doctrine of Juda-
~ • ism, man• s state is a very exalted one1 

nQ'-1@ M?.Wi;u:zy-• God created tliilll in His mm imaee. @no s:i: 1'he ratfb1s s£tl1 1 '1lt:ts is t,he. 

care. of bfte 1:;:Q.QJ,. 'I:arab; th~s is the ~nmma71r, :iiile nhel8 ethi ca J CQP±ent Qf •i~e, :Wlft+. _, 

:iJW.; • ....., 

9 (-A 
/(o-creator with 

To be sure, man will never be perfect. Perfection,.tl~to God But man J~ 
to be the unattaiP.able for ~ wiJJ be rerr=cb 

And in the very quest of v,ha t 
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forward :i.n spite of temporary checks and set-backs, moving fonrard to a golden ~ ~ 

yet to come ------ 1o 11 the ulti'Jla.te days;:che~ Athe earth -....Id be full o:f the 
~ -:ru~~ 

lmowledge of God as the waters cover the sea". Tl.8:"e_, the essianic hope of on• 11 cple., ' 

Some day, ◄eeme ~y, all that is wrong and crooked e ll@liJ.sv •11111 111•" and crue7 :~~-i&---,.l,. 

11ula will vanish and pass avray, and a~~--~ 11 come et' piece c11~trer-

hood and ~, "when each man shall dwell under his vine and under his fig tree and 

none shall M ake him afraid11 • 

And finally, dear friends, t gion and as a ery essen­

himself and ulfills his 

through th 

by being . 

is the doc rine that man rea • 

, through of beauty, c1 nd bove all, 

seeking justice f the good life, 

if necessary, to crifice for the a taimient of thes objectives. 

. an fulf" ls his highest de tiny. Essentiall Judaism, as far man is con-

cerned, ·s ground din morality. It is possibly throu his moral sensi ·veness vrhicn 

was grea er than ther people in quity that the Je, came to his cone tion of the 

one jus and uni ersal God. And vrh Judaism proclaim d the revolutiona doctrine, 

• 

"Love thy neighbor as t self11 , he linked t up with his 

the universa rather of all men the creator of t 1 world, who 

"Love thy ne ghbor as thy-

he Lord doth requir of thee; only to do justly, to lov mercy arrl to 

wa humbly d h Thy God." That 1s ~eligion. That•s Judaism. That is h t all the 
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great religions of mankind th8t have survived derived from Judaism. That 1s the im­

pulse which the genius of the Jew set to work i n the vrorld. The objectives o this 

type of religion have certai ly not yet been achieved c:nd are not likely to be 

achieved tomorrow or the next day. The peaks have not ~et been reached but the peaks 

are there summoning , challenging., ~last:i::,( everlasting. llankind will h..-ive to climb 

along. the mounting terraces of experience , cl:unb ., however arduous the ascent may be 

until it reaches those sun- drenched peaks vrhich Judaism set as the moral and spu-itual 

goals and sanctuaries of mankind . 

The quest of knowledge - very important - Judaism always fostered learning 

and all science . Our religion has never been an obscurantist religion , a religion 

that sought to protect itself by ignorance . The quest:i:mx of know:edge is important 

for knowledge is also of God. The quest of beauty is important . 11 orship the u:,rd 

in the beauty of holiness . " Above all, priority must be given to the quest of the 

good life and the light of God. "Thus saith the Lord," declared the great rophet , 

Jeremiah., t1Thus saith the Lord. Let not the Ylise man glory in his vn.sdom. Neither 

let the mighty man glory in his might . Let not the rich man glory in his riches , but 

let him that glorieth, glory in this , that he understa.nds nd knons Me . That I am 

the Lord who exercises loving kindness , justice and righteousness in the earth, for 

in these things do I delight. 11 Amen. 




