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THE JEWISH RELIGION - ITS ESSENCE

November 19, 1950

In speaking of the Jewish religion, we should bear in mind that we are speak-
ing of a religion that is very, ﬁery 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 permanent, vital and valid
and universally 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 Judaism, 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 dis-
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

of these 1ow~stratz;o§tSZ§§:fs ard religious practices which were common to our an-
cestors in the dim, distant days as they were common to all ancient peoples. Our
Bible, we find, frequently admonishes our forefathers to'"put away the gods which your
fathers served on the other side of the river in Egypt, and serve ye the Lord". Ouwr
Bible calls attention not alone to the worship of many 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




“le

human sacrifices. But the voice of the Bible which admonishes 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 Julaism which has evolved
early - earlier by far than among any other people - into the kind of a spiritual
and prophetic faith which 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. We 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, who reached the very peaks of religious 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 Judaism was the period of the pro-
phets which witnessed the wvery highest peaks reached and which saw the m;in contours
of our religion, as it were, defined, and the goals set for all time, It is in that
Judaism that we find what we may call the essence of our faith, But it should be re-
membered that the essence of a faith i= 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 we should
bear in mind that the purpose of religion is not to explain the universe. Insofar as
any explanations are at all possibie, and it is doubtful whether any real explanationg
of the basic reality of the cosmos are at all possible - but insefar as any 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. Religion evaluates, What are we to think of this universe, and

of our place in it? Has existence any meaning? Is the world a blind mechanism or is
it an ordered, a universe informed by purpose and guided by mind? And what 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 Judaism philosophically, Judaism is not a system of
metaphysics, a system of thought about the universe and its phenohena, or speculation
about it, It is not concerned with theoretic questiors 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 ex~
istance of a first cause, nor with describéng scientifically how God created heaven
and earth, Dr, Leo Baech, in his very interesting book on Judaism, makes this very
correct observation: "The Israelite genius did not move from nature to man, as later
in the case of the Greeks, but it moved from man to nature.," The prophets began
their declarations, their pronouncements with the words:

"Thus saith the Lord", That was their starting point. It was the axiom, When a pro-
phet like Isaiah declares: "Tift up your eyes on high and see

Who created all this,!" what he was saying was not providing a proof for the existence
of Gode 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, tha
people may see in the ordered universe, én the majesty and the grandeur of the heavens
and the earth, a power so great and so perfect, a power that never wearies nor grows
faint, so that men should have confidence in that power, 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 Psalms, dear friends, are pro-
phesies set to music - that!'s what 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. Iyrically prophesy expresses itself at its best and
its highest in the 150 Psadms which go to make up our Book of Psalms.

When the Psalmist said,

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

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

was expressi 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 maral law,
"the law of God"., 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 proclaimed that
this universe isnot anarchy but ofder, not chaos but cosmos, that a spirit of bound-
less power and boundless goodness fashioned it, that this world is not an architect-
less or mind=less mechanism devoid of personality or of purpose, but that it is the
creationy the purposeful creation of a master mind and a master architect. And just
as this God, boundle ss in power and boundle ss in wisdom and goodness, fashioned all
things according to his will and assigned to each its place, its function, its attri-
butes, so also did He fashion man and assigned to him his unfolding position in the
scheme of things and endowed him with functions and special capacities, GCod did not
create the universe in order to destroy ite. "And God saw all that He made, and behold,
it was very goode Thus saith God Who created the heavens and the earth,"

"God did not create the world for chaos," "He fashioned it

so that it might be everlastingly inhabited." Nor did God create man in order to de~

feat him ultimately in helplessness and in ruin, God wishes man to live and grow and

progress and prosper, and there is a way by which man can grow, live, progress and

prosper, 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.
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C ﬂ'fe essence of Judaism themy-febendey may be summed up in two simple phrases,

faith in the perfect God and faith in the perfectable

e e Wi —
man, ( Faith in,God, Who is not an impersonal and -wgioral force of nature as were the

gods of . all the ancient peoples = but & 2 CGod who

controls all the forces of nature; Smibieesw-ehe-80d who is not nature, but &ke cre-

ator olemedwrc and W ZOVErnor s-metuding-of-TUNrTETThtoy-the-—neture-of-mang- 2 God
| e
who is everywhere but whose completeness is wesb exhausted awgwhere,

i . : "The heaven and the heavens of heaven cannot

—

contain Thee." Nevertheless, ___ "His glory fills the entire uni-

.

verse," A God who is far and/‘ ear, beyond and ever-present, exalted and yet

o llged-ie near unto all those who call upon Him." A God who is beyond

all time and ad# space, and yet, is the dwelling place of all of us. =

"Thou hast been ocur dwelling place in all generations," —Sass=ids—

place, but also with him that is of a humble and contriie spirii,.to rewive -the-spive—

/ Faith maGod, mwho is One, the God of all creation, the God of all man-

/

justice of those who would worship Him) a God whose especial wards are the weak and

Qan
the handicapped, the poor, the denied and the dlépossesseglr’ a God who abhors oppres—

mind - white and black awe rich and poor aat saints and sinners )— a God who demands

B
sion and exploitation, who m%n to be free and at peace, to be forgiving and com-

passionate, a God who forgives sin and evil-doing and summons the sinner unto the very
JV&M
day of his death to r epent and W return. /(F‘alth in C-od

E)

: : ho is both king, and father. e #OUr Father,
[) S9N - - L \rA m,, \/-l"""' IEEOSS
0 King.'{ ! i : i .

W
God to whom we canc all and be answered, a God whom we %zst even when we walk in

the valley of the shadow of death.
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vod-and-Jhy-sbail,. they conforimeet- 4 God who is a refuge from thewhestss{ adver-

sity e defeat, from the terrors of the unknown, from Sessssssel sorrow and bereave=-

ment; a God who is the strength m for the struggle of life and for the '[""'/d‘7
6 b 5 ek sty
g iy, the shield and #se-buckler, am ever-present help in trouble, el .-

ST A

—————

g ﬂ # ! by -
This ek is thel/essempe of Judaism - faith in a personal, just and loving

God who is One and Everlastinge=- @ perfect God.
4 the second part of vhee—seme essentizl Liiti-sootiwesed Judaism is faith

in man, in the perfectability of man. Man is not perfect. Man can never be God. Man

is mortal, fa.,rzite s limiteds Man is a creature of God., He is neither all-knowing nor

Aamn. AR 0 Q-l :
— all-powerful, =Rrequently,-very-frequenily,.the teachers of cup.religien-aebbempied.to
; ile. m the sin of Prives
add-arrggance and hardehearvedness]

T\Ievertheless s @2 ccording to the doctrine of Juda-
ism, man's state is a very exalted one,

WA

neble-degiiny. God created Mim in His own image.
God breathed His spirit 1nto him, M—oo-eod-;-s-a
Sy /s 43&-\“&

A o A V Un
TR T T IR e woiny bl o SR
. "R S e ar= : ™ e God set high go;/]l.s for man and equé‘ pped
him with intellectual and wish spiritua fa‘ to achieve them, &nd-GodW-a&a-ﬁoe—__
M =

,.JZWJ:),“MM a(MM?m\.
: wer to move Yorward...In. ihe.cone

9 0 &-creator mth God.

To be sure, man will never be perfect. Perfectlon belon

: should reac ut, for what seems to be the unattainable for
WX v gad il
) « And in the very quest of what

tha*attainable .
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seems to be bey reach, man will find satisfac ionSand’\ -
ool Qe ;L [

W Dyl Jryivta s
ails, why that is ' . Let him try againe S

unpardonable hebilp of not trying ,a(not aspiring

Ound . So ol Ca iuf_\ .
In the concept of Tudalsn the world is not runfing dovn Into defeat, JT=r=ERES

o gundlbon

and annihilation p&ll‘te the contrary. 4N is moving

—

s —
forward iﬁf’é‘pﬁ%é of temporary checks and set—back\s moving forward to a golden ecmes ﬂf_,Q,

yet to come . LR %—"the ultimate days" "when the earth wis#® be full of the

L Al Tudow
knowledge of God as the waters cover the sea", Thetis~the llessianic hope of ewnmpeepde,

Some day,-seme—day, all that is wrong and crooked Wand cruel, JsuERe
Un T s gand

waeded will vanish and pass away, and a tim /&'ill Come Si=peace @ C rothe r-
hood and -§ s"when each man shall dwell under his vine and under his fig tree and
none shall make him afraid",

And finally,/dear friends, the concept of our religion and as a Ivery essen-
tial part of Jour relfigion, is the docjrine that man realipes himself and Fulfills his
destiny thrgugh the)quest of knowledgp, through the quest of beauty, and pbove all,
through thg quest ¢f the good life, seeking justice gnd peace and i‘rech actively,

by being prepared,| if necessary, to gacrifice for the aptaimment of ‘bheséI objectives.

lan fulfiflls his highest degtiny. Essentiallyj Judaism, as far gs man is con-

cerned, iJs ground«*d in morality. Itjis possibly through his moral sensitffiveness which

was greajer than i jui . i tion of the

one jusH and uniyersal God, And whgn Judaism proclaimgd the revolutionafy doctrine,

"Tovejthy neighbor as thyself", he linked gt up with his

convictfion that it is the universaljfather of all men} the creator of tije world, who

demandpd it of Ri "Love thy nejghbor as thy-

sacrifices,
bservances, "Thpu hast been told, P man, what is
good/ and what of thee; only tojdo justly, to lovg mercy and to

walk humbly wijh Thy God." That's religion. That's{Judaisme That is hat all the

\
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great religions of mankind that have survived derived from Judaism, That!s the im-
pulse which the genius of the Jew set to work in the world, The objectives of this
type of religion have certainly not yet beena chieved and are not likely to be
achieved tomorrow or the next day. The peaks have not Pet been reached but the peaks
are there summoning, challenging, Exmxydta=kix everlasting. lankind will have to climb
along. the mounting terraces of experience, climb, however arduous the ascent may be
until it reaches those sun-drenched peaks which Judaism set as the moral and spiritual

goals and sanctuaries of mankind,

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

and all science. OQur religion has never been an obscurantist religion, a religion
that sought to protect itself by ignorance. The questimm of knowl dge is important
for knowledge is also of Gods The quest of beauty is important. "Worship the Lord
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 prophet,
Jeremiah, "Thus saith the Lord., Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, 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 understands and knows e, That T am
the Lord who exercises loving kindness, justice and righteuusness in the earth, for

in these things do I delight." Amen,






