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A CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS?

When the knowledge of G-d is suffused by a great love, when it is
pervaded by its true illumination, according to the capacity of each
soul to receive it, there radiates from its absolute light a love for the
world, for all worlds, for all creatures, on all levels of their being . . .

When these love-possessed people see the world, especially living

creatures full of quarrels, hatred, persecutions and conflicts, they
yearn with all their being to share in those aspirations that move life
toward comprehensiveness and unity, peace and tranquillity. They

feel and know that the nearness of G-d, for which they yearn, can only
lead them to joining themselves with all and for the sake of all. When
they confront the human scene, and find divisions among nations,
religions, parties, with goals in conflict, they endeavour with all their
might to bring all together, to mend and to unite . .. They want that
every particular shall be preserved and developed, and that the
collective whole shall be united and abounding in peace.

(R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot haKodesh, II: 442-43)[1]

! A number in square brackets indicates a source for which I have provided the Hebrew original at
the end of the document.



Contents

[S—

. Introduction

“The Ways of Peace”

The Righteous of the Nations in Biblical Times

The Righteous of the Nations in the Rabbinic Literature
Maimonides on Saints and Sages

Judaic Views of Christianity and Islam

Christianity, Islam and the Ways of Providence
Wisdom

The Heritage of Mankind

o ® 2 kv

10.Unity and Diversity
11.Abraham and the Call to be Different

12.Difference, Antisemitism and the Clash of Civilizations



A CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS?

1. Introduction

In one of the great statements of the Mishnah, Ben Bag Bag taught: “Study it [the Torah]
again and again, for everything is in it. Contemplate it, grow old and grey in it, and do not
stir from it, for you can have no better guide in life than it.”* On this Rabbi Shimon ben
Zemach Duran commented: “You will find everything in the Torah, and each time you

3 A Jewish question is one we bring to Torah in the

study you will discover new insights.
belief that it is there, if we listen carefully enough, that an answer is to be found.

One of the great questions of our time, and perhaps the most fateful, is how to
avoid what B. S. Lewis and Samuel Huntington have called call “a clash of civilizations”.
Early in the 1990s they warned that in future, conflict and war is more likely to arise from
cultural and religious difference than from contending (secular) ideologies. Given our
present and foreseeable situation — in which terrorist groups and rogue states possess
weapons of mass destruction, are capable of acting internationally, and are unconstrained
by normal raisons d’état — that possibility is real and fraught with danger. How can we
reduce that danger? Does Judaism contain a distinctive set of teachings on how to secure
peaceful coexistence between civilizations?

My belief is that it does. Throughout its history, Judaism has wrestled with the
clash of civilizations. The early books of the Bible are set against the backdrop of the two
great civilizations of the ancient world, Mesopotamia and the Egypt of the Pharaohs. At a
later stage, Israel found itself surrounded and often threatened by other great empires:
Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome. After the destruction of the Second Temple,
the waning of the Jewish presence in the land of Israel, and the conversion of the Roman
emperor Constantine, Jews were a dispersed minority in Christian and later Muslim
lands.

In the light of Torah and historical experience, Jews reflected deeply on what it is
to resist empires and not to seek to build one, to maintain one’s identity without the
instrumentalities of power, and to seek peace in an unredeemed world. They sought to

understand what is particular and what universal in the human situation, and what G-d

% Mishnah Avot 5:25.
* Magen Avot ad loc.



A CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS?

asks of us by way of recognising both the unity of being and the diverse forms it takes, in
nature and culture. That is what makes Judaism a distinctive voice in the conversation of
mankind, and one peculiarly germane to our situation in the 21% century.

In the following pages I set out some of the Judaic sources, biblical and rabbinic,
bearing on the question of how to coexist with conflicting cultures in an imperfect, not-
yet-fully-redeemed world. My aim is not to rehearse the argument of my book on this
subject, The Dignity of Difference, but rather as far as possible to let the sources speak for
themselves. [ have not attempted to cite all the relevant texts. Within the tradition, there
are other voices and stances, some quite different in tone and attitude to those I have
brought here. Even the texts I quote are not all of equal weight. Some will carry more
authority than others. Nor is my interpretation of them the only one possible. The issues
addressed in this essay are not ones in which there is a single normative view within
Judaism. For the most part, they do not involve matters of halakhah (Jewish law) or of the
fundamentals of faith (ikkarei emunah); that is to say, they fall within the parameters of
legitimate disagreement.* My aim has been to provide materials for further study, rather
than construct an argument.

In the pages that follow we will encounter several principles governing the
relationship between Jews and the members of other religious or secular communities,
and between Judaism and other systems of belief, religious, philosophical or scientific.
The first is the set of rules known as darkhei shalom, “the ways of peace”. This is
predicated of a situation in which Jews interact with those whose beliefs it regards as
fundamentally opposed to their own (i.e. pagan or idolatrous).

The second is the principle epitomized by the sages as “the righteous of the
nations of the world have a share in the world to come.” This goes further than “the ways
of peace” because it recognises the possibility of serving G-d and fulfilling His will
outside the specific practices of Judaism.

Jewish law distinguishes between the (particular) covenant between G-d and the
children of Israel (brit Sinai), and the universal covenant G-d makes with humanity (brit
Noach). The latter is expressed in the seven Noahide laws: the prohibitions against

idolatry, blasphemy, murder, theft, illicit sexual relations and undue cruelty to animals

* On what these parameters are, see Jonathan Sacks, One People?, 88-115.
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(“a limb from a living animal”), together with a positive command to establish a system
of justice. Together they constitute the minimum threshold of human civilization under
the sovereignty of G-d, and an individual who satisfies them has “a share in the world to
come”. They are, as it were, the “depth grammar” of the multiple languages in which
humanity addresses itself to G-d.

The importance of this idea is that it constitutes a rejection of the view that one
religion alone holds the key to salvation (extra ecclesiam non est salus) — a view that has
historically been the basis for “holy war”, that is, a war designed to spread the one true
faith by force. Such an idea is unknown in Judaism. This is particularly significant when
considering the relationship between Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Since all three trace
their provenance, biologically or metaphorically, to Abraham, the opening chapters of the
Torah (from creation to Abraham) represent a shared basis for conversation on this idea.

The third concept is that of chakhmei umot olam, “the sages of the nations of the
world.” Judaism recognises an independent sphere of chokhmah, “wisdom”, which —
unlike Torah — is distributed throughout the world, with no culture or civilization having
a monopoly of it. The non-Jewish sage (chakham) comes to the knowledge of G-d not
through revelation but through philosophy and science (and according to some, the arts
and humanities) — the multiple modes through which humanity has come to understand
creation as the work of G-d and the human person as the image of G-d. The term
chokhmah has a long and complex history in Jewish thought, but its simplest expression
is the saying of Ben Zoma: “Who is wise [chakham]? One who learns from everyone.”

In addition to these, I have gathered some sources on whether Judaism attaches
value to diversity as such, in nature or culture. What are the implications of the fact that

the Torah speaks of two different kinds of covenant, one (the Noahide) with all mankind,

> There is a fundamental difference between this and the wars of Joshua, to find a home in a land promised
to the patriarchs. In any case, Maimonides holds, on the basis of rabbinic sources, that each of Joshua’s
campaigns was preceded by an offer of peace, and only undertaken when the offer was refused. On holy
war as such, Maimonides’ statement is eloquent: “The sages and prophets did not long for the days of the
Messiah that Israel might exercise dominion over the world, or rule over the heathens, or be exalted by the
nations, or that it might eat and drink and rejoice. Their aspiration was that Israel be free to devote itself to
the Law and its wisdom, with no one to oppress or disturb it, and thus be worthy of life in the world to
come.” Mishneh Torah, Melakhim 12:4 [2]. Judaism recognizes the category of milchemet mitzvah
(“commanded war”), whose primary application nowadays is to a war of self-defence. However, there is no
command to convert populations to Judaism by force (at most, Jewish law recognizes the duty to ensure
that the seven Noahide laws are obeyed: Melakhim 8:10). On the forced conversion of the Idumeans during
the reign of John Hyrcanus (133-104 BCE), see below, p.20.
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the others (with the patriarchs and their descendants) with a particular people set in the
midst of mankind?

The underlying question for which we here turn to Torah for guidance is: Must
monotheism be intolerant? That is what honest and thoughtful people asked after the wars
of religion in Europe in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. It is what honest
and thoughtful people will ask again in the more dangerous global environment of the
twenty-first century. The earlier crisis was resolved, essentially, by separating religion
from power. What happens, though, when, despite our best endeavours, extremists of
various kinds kave power — not, perhaps, the power to rule nations, but at least to wreak
destruction on a massive scale?

One response, and a necessary one, is to try to remove that power, while at the
same time erecting the strongest possible defences against it. Another, not incompatible
with the first, is to return to the origins of monotheism itself to see whether intolerance is
indeed written into the script. Must truth always be in conflict with peace, and if so must
truth take priority over peace? How does the unity of G-d lead us to understand the
(cultural, civilizational) diversity of mankind? The sources that follow tell the story of

how one people — the world’s first monotheists — addressed these questions.
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2. “The Ways of Peace”

For the whole of the biblical era, and several centuries thereafter, Judaism was the
world’s only monotheism (the words “Jew” and “Judaism” are anachronistic here: the
covenantal people were not known as Jews until the Assyrian conquest of the Northern
kingdom of Israel. I use the terms as a convenient shorthand). The surrounding cultures
were, from a Jewish point of view, pagan and idolatrous. Peaceful relations with
neighbouring powers were therefore based not on commonality of culture but on
pragmatic considerations. Normally they were secured by limited covenants, i.e. pacts of
non-aggression, of which many are mentioned in the Torah.

With the Babylonian exile, Jews were faced with a new and fateful question.
What should their relationship be with the wider Babylonian society? The prophet
Jeremiah sent the exiles a letter whose influence was decisive, not only then, but

throughout the entire history of the Diaspora:

This is what the Lord Almighty, the G-d of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile
from Jerusalem to Babylon: “Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what
they produce. Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your
daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number
there; do not decrease. Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have
carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, because if it prospers, you too will

prosper.”[3]°

Within seventy years, Jeremiah prophesied, the people would be given permission to
return to their land. In the meantime they were to guard against two possibilities — despair
and assimilation on the one hand, premature rebellion on the other. They should maintain
their identity, their faith and laws, while at the same time contributing to the welfare of
Babylon.

Jeremiah’s letter is one of the first intimations of what, in a later age, would be

formalised as the twin principles of darkhei shalom, “the ways of peace”, and eivah “[the

® Jeremiah 29: 4-7.
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avoidance of] ill-feeling”. The rabbis themselves derived these obligations from two
biblical verses: “G-d is good to all; He has compassion on all He has made” and “Her
ways are ways of pleasantness and all her paths are peace™.’

A flavour of what these “ways” involved is given by two teachings from the

mishnaic period:

One should support the heathen poor along with the poor of Israel; visit the heathen sick
as well as the sick of Israel; and provide for the burial of impoverished heathens as well

as the dead of Israel, because of the ways of peace.[4]".

The poor among the heathen should not be prevented from gathering gleanings, forgotten

sheaves, and the corner of the field, because of the ways of peace.[5]°

The word “heathen” here refers to members of polytheistic and idolatrous cultures whose
views were anathema to Judaism. These are therefore strong and significant rulings.
Despite their total opposition to idolatry, the sages encouraged Jews to extend the hand of
friendship, welfare and concern to their non-Jewish neighbours, while at the same time
implementing various measures to safeguard Jewish identity.

The theological significance of darkhei shalom is that it represents an ideal of
peace in an unredeemed world. The simple pragmatism of these rules is far removed
from the utopian visions of Isaiah and Micah and the prophetic “end of days”. Those
visions were never lost or renounced, but the genius of rabbinic Judaism was to develop a
different and more modest programme of what today would be called active citizenship
and community relations — one that spoke not to a distant future but to the here-and-now
of unredeemed time.

One of the most serious conceptual errors is to believe that peace is a unitary
concept. Almost every great faith and civilization contains texts in praise of peace, yet
war continues precisely between these faiths and civilizations. One reason is that there is

more than one kind of peace. There is the end-of-days peace in which all mankind serves

7 Psalm 145: 9; Proverbs 3: 17.

¥B. T. Gittin 61a

? Mishnah Gittin 59b. Because these laws are well-known, I deal with them briefly here. For an
introduction to the literature, see Encylopaedia Talmudit, under the headings eivah and darkhei shalom.
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G-d with one accord. And there is the here-and-now peace which depends on different
groups with incompatible ideals living graciously or at least civilly together without one
attempting to impose its beliefs on the others. Judaism’s great achievement was to have
pioneered both forms of peace. The biblical prophets were the first to conceive of peace
as a messianic ideal. The sages were the first to construct a practical programme of peace
— darkhei shalom — within a non-ideal society.

The philosophical significance of darkhei shalom is that it represents what is
today called modus vivendi liberalism, that is to say, the attempt to sustain civil society in
the context of a de facto pluralism of potentially conflicting religious cultures.'® John
Gray explains the difference between it and Enlightenment liberalism from John Locke to

John Rawls, as follows:

Liberalism has always had two faces. From one side, toleration is the pursuit of an ideal
form of life. From the other, it is the search for terms of peace among different ways of
life. In the former view, liberal institutions are seen as applications of universal
principles. In the latter, they are a means to peaceful coexistence. In the first, liberalism is
a prescription for a universal regime. In the second, it is a project of coexistence that can

be pursued in many regimes."!

One kind of liberalism, in other words, is predicated on all members of society sharing a
basic set of values — individualism, autonomy and rights — which allows the maximum
possible freedom for individuals to live as they choose. This, Gray argues, may have been
appropriate at one stage of modernity, but not now, when many groups in society hold
strong and conflicting beliefs, not all of them accepting the primacy of individualism,
autonomy and rights. For this new scenario, what is needed is a second kind of liberalism,
on based on modus vivendi (peaceful co-existence).

Darkhei shalom is a supreme example of modus vivendi liberalism in practice: a
2,700 year old experiment in how to maintain group identity as a minority in a succession
of ages, countries and cultures, while at the same time seeking to enhance the lives of

those who belong to the majority culture as well as other minority groups. 7o be true to

19'See John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 1993.
! John Gray, Two Faces of Liberalism, 2000, 2.

10



A CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS?

one’s faith while being a blessing to others: that is the ideal at the heart of darkhei

shalom, all the more powerful for the modesty and humanity of its programme.'?

12 Applying darkhei shalom to British society as a whole was the idea behind the Respect initiative,
launched in 2002 to mark the golden jubilee of the Queen, under the patronage of the Prince of Wales. It
was supported by all nine religious groups in Britain — Jews, Christians, Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus, Jains,
Zoroastrians, Buddhists and Bahai — and invited each to engage in acts of kindness to those not of their
faith.

11
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3. The Righteous of the Nations in Biblical Times

The unusual structure of Judaism — its belief in a universal G-d but a particular (Sinaitic)
covenant — means that the Hebrew Bible takes it for granted that G-d appears to non-Jews
(Laban, Avimelekh), that He is served by non-Jews (Malkizedek), that non-Jews can have
profound religious experiences (Job), that there are non-Jewish prophets (Bilaam), and
that a Jewish prophet (Jeremiah) can be described as “a prophet to the nations™."* The
burden of the book of Jonah is that G-d can send a Hebrew prophet even to one of Israel’s
traditional enemies (Nineveh, in Assyria) to call on its people to repent and thus be
spared catastrophe. Jonah objects and tries to run away. G-d has to teach him that His
compassion is universal.

Solomon, in his great prayer at the inauguration of the Temple, included a special

request for G-d to hear the prayers of non-Jews who come there:

As for the foreigner who does not belong to Your people Israel but has come from a
distant land because of your name — for men will hear of your great name and your
mighty hand and your outstretched arm — when he comes and prays towards this Temple,
then hear from heaven, your dwelling place, and do whatever the foreigner asks of you so
that all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you, as do your own

people Israel, and may know that this house bears your name. [6]"

Naaman, commander of the army of Aram, another of Israel’s traditional
adversaries, comes to the prophet Elisha to be cured from leprosy. At the end of the
narrative, cured of leprosy and scepticism alike, Naaman confesses his belief in the G-d

of Israel:

Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of G-d. He stood before him
and said, “Now I know that there is no G-d in all the world except in Israel. Please accept
now a gift from your servant.” The prophet answered, “As surely as the Lord lives, whom

I serve, I will not accept a thing.” And even though Naaman urged him, he refused. “If

13 Jeremiah 1:5.
1 Kings 8: 43-41.

12
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you will not”, said Naaman, “please let me, your servant, be given as much earth as a pair
of mules can carry, for your servant will never again make sacrifices to any other god but
the Lord. But may the Lord forgive your servant for this one thing: When my master
enters the temple of Rimmon to bow down and he is leaning on my arm and I bow there
also — when I bow down in the temple of Rimmon, may the Lord forgive your servant for

this.” “Go in peace,” Elisha said. [7]"

Naaman does not convert, but he does abandon idolatry and undertake to worship the one

G-d alone.

The prophet Amos speaks of G-d being involved in the history of other nations:

“Are not the Israelites to me as the Cushites?”” declares the Lord. “Did I not bring Israel

up from Egypt, the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir?” [8]'

Isaiah delivers a magnificent vision of a time when the two great historical enemies of

Israel’s past — Egypt and Assyria — will one day become God’s chosen alongside Israel

In that day there will be an altar to the Lord in the heart of Egypt, and a monument to the
Lord at its border. It will be a sign and witness to the Lord Almighty in the land of Egypt.
When they cry out to the Lord because of their oppressors, He will send them a saviour
and defender, and He will rescue them . . .

In that day there will be a highway from Egypt to Assyria. The Assyrians will go to
Egypt and the Egyptians to Assyria. The Egyptians and Assyrians will worship together.
In that day Israel will be the third, along with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing on earth. The
Lord Almighty will bless them, saying, ‘Blessed be Egypt my people, Assyria my

handiwork, and Israel my inheritance.’ 191"

Malachi, the last of the literary prophets, makes the astonishing claim that other nations

seem to recognize G-d more than do His own people:

132 Kings 5: 15-19.
16 Amos 9:7.
17 Isaiah 19: 19-25.

13
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From the rising to the setting of the sun [i.e. from east to west] my name is great among
the nations. Everywhere incense and pure offerings are offered in my name, for my name

is great among the nations, says the Lord of Hosts. But you profane it . . . [10]"

Perhaps the most remarkable thing in the narrative of the covenant is the way in
which, stylistically and substantively, the Book of Genesis signals G-d’s love and
concern for those of Abraham’s family who are not chosen: Ishmael and Esau. Two
scenes — the one in which Hagar and Ishmael are sent away into the desert and Hagar
turns away from seeing her son about to die of thirst, the other in which Esau comes in to
his blind father and both realise the deception Jacob has practised against them — are
among the most emotionally intense in the whole Torah. Our sympathies are drawn to
Ishmael and Esau, even as we realise that neither of them (both hunters) is in any way
suited to the spiritual discipline of the life of the covenant. So subtle and complex is
biblical narrative at these points that, as R. Zvi Hirsch Chajes points out,'” rabbinic
midrash reread these and other passages in more black-and-white terms for didactic
purposes. Yet the facts are unmistakable: G-d blesses Ishmael; Isaac blesses Esau; and G-
d commands the Israelites not to forget that the Edomites (Esau’s descendants) are their

kin:

“As for Ishmael” [G-d said to Abraham], “I have heard you: I will bless him; I will make
him fruitful and will greatly increase his numbers. He will be the father of twelve rulers,

and I will make him into a great nation.” [11]*

Give the people these orders: “You are about to pass through the territory of your
brothers the descendants of Esau, who live in Seir. They will be afraid of you, but be very
careful. Do not provoke them to war, for I will not give you any of their land, not even

enough to put a foot on. I have given Esau the hill country of Seir as his own.” [12]*'

Do not abhor an Edomite, for he is your brother . . .[13]*

" Malachi 1: 11-12.

' R. Zvi Hirsch Chajes, Mavo ha-Aggadot, printed at the beginning of standard editions of Ein Yaakov.
2 Genesis 17: 20.

! Deut. 2:5.

* Deut. 23:8.

14
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There is great generosity of imagination in these sources. G-d cares for, and is
accessible to, humanity as a whole. He demands two things: first, the rejection of
idolatry, and second, a basic framework of justice. His relationship with Israel is unique
in its demands (especially those of holiness) and in the intimate connection between
Israel’s religious vocation and its historical fate. But it is not exclusive. The G-d of Israel
is also the G-d of all mankind.

Scholars often speak as if there were a tension in Judaism — even an historical
evolution — between particularism and universalism, the former an early feature of Israel,
the latter a discovery of the prophets, especially Isaiah who gave it its most famous
expression: “I, the Lord, have called you in righteousness; I will take hold of your hand. I
will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the
nations.” [14-15]* This is a mistake, a failure to understand the peculiar nature of the
faith of Israel. G-d is the G-d of all humanity, but He does not call on all humanity to
embrace the covenant of Israel. Thus, a non-Jew can pray to G-d at Solomon’s temple; he
or she can worship Him as did Naaman. There is plentiful evidence that, during the
Second Temple era, a significant number of people within the Roman Empire had
adopted some of the practices and faith of Israel without undergoing full conversion or
acceptance of all 613 commands (they were known generically as “G-d-fearers” and
many subsequently became Christians). There is, in short, a path to the Divine presence

that does not require full conversion to Judaism.

2 [saiah 42:6.

15
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4. The Righteous among the Nations in the Rabbinic Literature

Faithful to biblical teaching, the sages gave numerous expressions to the principle that G-
d is accessible to all mankind, and that religious experience and merit is not confined to

the children of Israel:

The Holy One declares no creature unfit, but receives all. The gates of mercy are open at

all times, and he who wishes to enter may enter. [16]**

R. Meir said: What is the proof that even a gentile who occupies himself with Torah is
like a high priest? Scripture says, “With which if a man occupy himself, he shall live by
them” (Lev. 18:5). It does not say, “A priest, a Levite, an Israelite,” but, “A man.”

Hence you may infer that even a non-Jew who occupies himself with Torah is like a high

priest. [17]7

R. Jeremiah used to say: What is the proof that even a gentile who keeps the Torah is like
a high priest? The verse “Which if a man do, he shall live by them.” . . . Thus even a
gentile who keeps the Torah is like a high priest. [18]*

[The prophet] Elijah said: I call heaven and earth to witness that whether it be Jew or
gentile, man or woman, manservant or maidservant, the holy spirit will rest on each in

proportion to the deeds he or she performs. [19]*

“The Lord loves the righteous.” Says the Holy One, blessed be He, “They love Me and I
love them also.” And why does the Holy One, blessed be He, love the righteous? Because
their righteousness is not a matter of heritage or family. You will find that priests form a
father’s house . . . Therefore a man may wish to become a priest and yet he cannot; he
may wish to become a Levite and yet he cannot. Why? Because his father was not a priest
or a Levite. But if a man, even a gentile, wishes to be righteous, he can do so, because the

righteous do not form a house. Therefore it is said, “Ye that fear the Lord bless ye the

24 Shemot Rabbah 19:4.

% Baba Kamma 38a.

2 Sifra Leviticus 86b.

Y Tanna devei Eliyahu, ed. Freidmann, p. 48.

16
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Lord.” It is not said, “the house of those that fear the Lord” but “ye that fear the Lord”,
for they form no father’s house. Of their own free will, they have come forward and
loved the Holy One, blessed be He, and that is why He loves them. This is what is meant
by the words, “The Lord loves the righteous.” [20]*®

“Your priests are clothed with righteousness” (Ps. 132:9). These are the righteous of the
nations of the world, such as Antoninus and his companions, who in this world are as

priests for the Holy One. [21]%

Similar sentiments are to be found in the writings of Maimonides and Rav Kook:

Not only the tribe of Levi but every single individual from among the world’s inhabitants
whose spirit moved him and whose intelligence gave him the understanding to withdraw
from the world in order to stand before G-d to serve and minister to Him, to know G-d,
and he walked upright in the manner in which G-d made him, shaking off from his neck
the yoke of the manifold contrivances which men seek — behold, this person has been

totally consecrated and G-d will be his portion and inheritance for ever and ever. [22]*°

As to your question about the nations, know that the Lord desires the heart, and that the
intention of the heart is the measure of all things. That is why our sages say, “The pious
among the nations have a share in the world to come”, namely, if they have acquired
what can be acquired of the knowledge of G-d, and if they ennoble their souls with
worthy qualities. There is no doubt that every man who ennobles his soul with excellent
morals and wisdom based on the faith in G-d, certainly belongs to those destined for the

world to come. That is why our sages said, “Even a non-Jew who studies the Torah of our

teacher Moses is like a high priest.” [23]*'

I have already written in my letters that from the perspective of select individuals, we
know no distinction between peoples and languages and “a non-Jew who studies Torah is

like a high priest.” [24]*

2 Bamidbar Rabbah 8: 2.

** Yalkut 1saiah 429.

* Mishneh Torah, Shmittah veYovel, 13:13.

3! Maimonides, Letter to Hasdai haLevi.

2 R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Iggrot haRayah, vol. 1, p.70.
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Thus, when the sages came to give conceptual expression to the relationship
between G-d and “the nations” they summarised them in the form of two principles
(albeit not without internal argument). The first was that righteous gentiles have a share

in the world to come:

Rabbi Eliezer said that none of the gentiles has a portion in the world to come, as it says,
“The wicked will return to Sheol, all the nations who have forgotten G-d” (Psalms 9:18).
Rabbi Joshua said that if Scripture had stated, “The wicked will return to Sheol [namely]:
all the gentiles,” and was thereafter silent, it would agree with your interpretation.
However, since Scripture states, “who have forgotten G-d,” it teaches that there are

righteous among the nations, and they do have a portion in the world to come.” [25]%

The law follows R. Joshua.** The second — established in the context of a closely related
concept, that of the ger toshav, the “resident alien” or non-Jew who has citizenship rights
in a Jewish state — was that the precondition of being among “the righteous of the

nations” was fulfilment of the seven Noahide laws:

Who is a resident alien? Whoever, in the presence of three rabbis, obligates himself not to
worship idols. This is the opinion of Rabbi Meir. But the sages say, whoever obligates
himself to keep the seven commandments binding on the descendants of Noah. Others say
... who is a resident alien? Whoever eats non-kosher meat but who obligates himself to
uphold all the commandments in the Torah except the prohibition of eating non-kosher
meat. [26]%

The law follows the sages. The seven commandments laws are: the establishment of a
system of adjudication, and prohibitions against idolatry, blasphemy, murder, sexual

immorality, robbery and eating a limb torn from a living animal.

33 Tosefta Sanhedrin 13:2. Bavli Sanhedrin 105a.
3* Mishneh Torah, Melakhim 8:11.
% Bavli Avodah Zarah 64b.
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5. Maimonides on Saints and Sages

There the matter stood until the twelfth century, when Maimonides gave an innovative™

ruling:

A non-Jew who accepts the seven commandments and observes them scrupulously is one
of the “pious of the nations of the world” and will have a portion in the world to come,
provided that he accepts them and performs them because the Holy One blessed be He
commanded them in the Torah and made known through Moses our teacher that their
observance had been enjoined on the descendants of Noah even before the Torah was

given. But if his observance of the commands is based on a reasoned conclusion he is not
I

deemed a resident alien or one of the pious of the nations, but one of their sages. [27
There are three novel features to this statement. The first is the stipulation (apparently
Maimonides’ own®®) that, in order to be one of the “pious of the nations” one must not
only keep the seven commands but also do so because of a belief in revelation (“because
the Holy One blessed be He commanded them in the Torah”). The second, also
distinctive to Maimonides, is that the revelation in question is not that given to Noah but
rather the revelation to Moses.”® The third is Maimonides’ distinction between the
“pious” (chassid) and the “sage” (chakham). Reflection on the third point was long
inhibited because of a misprint in printed editions of Maimonides’ code (the substitution

of a vav for an aleph in the penultimate word), with the result that the last phrase read

36 By “innovative” I do not mean that Rambam created or invented an idea that had not been present before.
The reverse is the case: the distinction between those who act on the basis of “religious” beliefs and those
who pursue “wisdom” is, in one form or other, present in Judaism from biblical times and throughout the
rabbinic literature as the following pages make clear. It was the genius of Maimonides to give this
phenomenon novel literary and halakhic expression.

*” Mishneh Torah Melakhim 8: 11.

38 Kessef Mishneh ad loc: &7 iman w17 R1207 T2 MR IP2W 7 AR

¥ See Rambam, Commentary to the Mishnah, Chullin 7: 6: X3 ) 71wna XA 717 91737 9937 725 00N

"7 970X 197 RHR NRT DWW IR PR L,OPT NN PRI IR 1127 22771 1IRY 72 5ow Nyt TP DKW NI Q0N P00 DANANR
92K 173732 HY 0K W 2107 KD UM 1M 2R 270N K PR ,TIY XANT IMATRY 2OK217 722 X W 2190 XY ,awn 0T Y
MIRD WW QAR ARIN RP7 ... 0K 10 1 2R ARWOW °1°02 ANNXIW 7102 00 72 12X 0¥ OX WY 2107 XIR R Rl
MEAT D997 DR 99,1902 AWn? 1R MEA WY W
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“nor one of their sages” instead of “but one of their sages”. Only with the discovery of
ancient Yemenite manuscripts was the correct version generally accepted.*

The question naturally arises as to whether, according to Maimonides, the “sage”
has a share in the world to come. One midrash (Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer) discovered in the

twentieth century has been taken by some scholars as Maimonides’ source:

When does this apply? When [gentiles] keep [the seven Noahide laws] and say [that they
do so] because G-d thus commanded our ancestor Noah. However, if they keep them,
saying, we do so because we heard it from someone else, or because that is what reason

dictates . . . they receive their reward only in this world [not the next]. 281"

According to this, gentile “sages” do not have a share in the world to come. However, the
dating and authenticity of this midrash is a matter of conjecture. It may be the source of
Maimonides’ ruling. It may however be the contrary — the midrash may be later than, and

derivative of, Maimonides’ code. R. Abraham Isaac Kook takes a quite different view:

I incline to the view that the intention of Maimonides when he writes that [the pious will
have] “a share in the world to come”, is to a low level [of spirituality], even though this
too is a great good. However, since even the wicked and ignorant of Israel also have such
a share [in the afterlife], this represents a relatively low level in the hierarchy of spiritual
achievement. Maimonides himself holds that intellectual achievement represents a higher
form of human flourishing than moral behaviour, and therefore holds that acquiring a
share in the world to come characterizes specifically the “pious” of the nations, namely
those who have not mastered the intellect but have simply accepted faith in the innocence
of the promptings of the heart, and thus conduct themselves uprightly, having accepted
the [seven Noahide] commandments as having been given by G-d. However, one who
reaches the same conclusion through the use of reason is truly “wise in heart and full of
understanding” and is regarded as “one of their sages” because the virtue of wisdom is

very great. It was therefore not necessary to say that he [the sage] has a share in the world

“0 Current editions (Frankel; Encyclopaedia Talmudit) follow this reading.

1 Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer, New York, 1934, 121. There is a certain logic to this position. The chassid
believes in a world to come, and thus has a share in the world to come. The chakham believes (primarily) in
this world, and thus is rewarded in this world.
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to come, for he stands at the level of holiness, which calls for a higher expression than

“he has a share in the world to come”. [29]*

According to Rav Kook, for Maimonides the chakham is greater than the chassid.
Undeniably this is so if we take as our interpretive key Maimonides’ views as expressed
elsewhere.*’

Whatever the case, the ruling alerts us to an ancient distinction between two
modes of knowledge: Torah and chokhmah, or revelation and reason. Maimonides
reminds us that in its encounter with other religions and civilizations, Judaism recognizes
two phenomena, not one. The first concerns other religions of revelation, specifically
Christianity and Islam. Do their adherents satisfy the requirements of chassidei umot
olam? The second is the philosophical and scientific heritage exemplified by ancient
Greece (which many medieval Jewish thinkers believed to be Adamic or Abrahamic in
origin, but was subsequently forgotten by Jews because of the tragedies and dislocations
of their history). Plato, Aristotle and their heirs did not believe in revelation in the Judaic
sense and were therefore not chassidei umot olam. They may, however, have been
chakhmei umot olam if, through reason and observation they arrived at the same truths as

those taught by revelation. Let us consider these two phenomena in turn.

2 R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Iggrot Rayah, 1, 89.

3 SQee, for example, Hilkhot Deot ch. 1; Guide for the Perplexed 111: 54. The literature on these issues (the
correct text of Melakhim 8:11, the impact of the earlier text on such thinkers as Spinoza, Moses
Mendelssohn and Hermann Cohen, and the nature of Maimonidean ethics) is vast. Since it is not germane
here, I do not allude to it.
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6. Judaic Views of Christianity and Islam

From Maimonides’ insistence that to be one of the chassidim of “the nations of the
world” one must believe in the Mosaic revelation, it follows that the revelation itself was
intended not for Jews alone but for all humanity. There are many statements to this effect

in the rabbinic literature, of which the following are representative:

When the Holy One, blessed be He, revealed himself to give the Torah to Israel, he

revealed himself not only to Israel but to all the other nations as well. [30]**

“And all the people heard the thunderings” (Ex. 20:15). Since there was only one voice,
why “thunderings” in the plural? Because G-d’s voice mutated into seven voices, and the

seven voices into seventy languages, so that all the nations might hear it. [31]*

R.Yochanan asked: What is implied in “The Lord gave the word; great was the company
of those that published it” (Ps. 68:12)? That each and every word that issued from the
mouth of the Almighty divided itself into seventy languages. Accordingly, citing the
verse “As a hammer that breaks the rock in pieces” (Jer. 23: 29), the school of R. Ishmael
taught: Just as a hammer that strikes a rock causes sparks to fly off in all directions, so
each and every word that issued from the mouth of the Holy One divided itself into

seventy languages. [32]*

The Torah, according to the sages, was addressed to humanity as a whole. Those who
wished to convert, could do so. However, the sages did not seek converts.*’ Indeed, they
sought to discourage them. According to a statement in the Talmud, the prospective

convert was told: “Do you not know that Israel [= the Jewish people] at the present time

are persecuted and oppressed, despised, harassed and overcome by afflictions?”*®

* Sifrei, Deut. 343.

* Shemot Rabbah 5:9. Tanchuma, Buber, Shemot 22.

“© Shabbat 88b.

4" There were exceptions. During the reign of John Hyrcanus (133-104 B.C.E.), the Idumeans or Edomites
were conquered and forced to convert. It seems, however, that experience taught Jews not to repeat this
endeavour. Besides which, as I have argued, it runs contrary to the central strand of biblical and post-
biblical Judaic principle.

* B.T. Yevamot 47a.
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Instead, they were encouraged to keep the Noahide laws. The historical evidence
suggests that prior to the destruction of the Second Temple, throughout the Roman
empire there were many individuals who adopted at least some Jewish practices: semi-
converts or “G-d-fearers” as they were known. Josephus, writing in the first century C.E.,
says that “There is not one city, Greek or barbarian, nor a single nation where the custom
of the seventh day, on which we rest from all work, and the fasts, and the lighting of
candles, are not observed . . . and as G-d permeates the universe, so the Law has found its
way into the hearts of all men.”* It is likely that it was among these people, Christianity
first took root when, under the influence of Paul, the new faith ceased to be a Jewish sect
and instead turned its attention to the gentiles.

The emergence, first of Christianity, then Islam, posed a deep question for Jewish
belief. On the one hand, unlike the polytheistic and pagan cultures of the ancient world,
they claimed to worship the G-d of Abraham, creator of heaven and earth. They accepted
belief in revelation and drew inspiration from the Hebrew Bible. On the other hand, they
represented an unprecedented attack on Judaism itself, each claiming to have superseded
it. That attack was physical as well as metaphysical. Under Christian and Islamic rule,
Jews were often persecuted, forced to convert, or suffer exile or even death if they stayed
loyal to Judaism. Writing in the twelfth century with bitterness born of historical
experience, Maimonides writes that in antiquity, Jews faced two enemies: those who
sought to destroy Jews by violence, and those who sought to destroy Judaism by
intellectual and cultural means. Now, however, they faced both challenges at once: “After
that a new class arose [= Christians and Muslims] who combined the two methods,
namely, conquest, controversy and dispute into one, in the belief that this procedure
would be more effective in wiping out every trace of the community.”°

Throughout the eighteen centuries between the destruction of the Second Temple
and European emancipation, Jews had a double reason to feel pain and anger at
Christianity and Islam. Not only were they as hostile as previous secular enemies,
sometimes more so; they also claimed to be acting in the name of the very G-d whom

Israel had first made known to the world. Given the depth of this tragedy, it is surprising

¥ Against Apion, 2:282ff.
% Maimonides, The Epistle to Yemen.
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that Jews had anything positive to say about them; yet they did. Many rabbinic sages did
see a genuine spiritual gain in the spread of Christianity and Islam to what had previously
been pagan countries and cultures, despite the fact that this often resulted in a worsening
of the situation of Jews. According to many authorities (not all), Christianity and Islam
were held to be valid faiths for their adherents.”' Needless to say, neither was a valid
option for Jews, whose religious obligations “had already been foresworn at Sinai.”*

“Valid” in this context means “satisfies the requirements of the Noahide laws”. It
does not and cannot mean “true in all respects”.” Judaism, Christianity and Islam conflict
on many substantive issues. Specifically, Jews cannot accept Christian or Islamic
contentions that G-d’s covenant with Israel has been superseded. Indeed one of the moral
implications of “the dignity of difference” is that no religion or civilization should
predicate its existence on the elimination of others. That is what the post-Babel covenant
with Abraham taught: that one could be true to one’s faith while at the same time being a
blessing, not a threat, to others.

The Hebrew Bible is premised on the faith that G-d’s covenant with Israel is

eternal (brit olam™*) and unbreakable. There are many texts to this effect, of which the

following are representative:

Yet in spite of this, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not reject them or

abhor them so as to destroy them, breaking My covenant with them. I am the Lord their

°! “The concept of a “true religion’ is often intertwined with the requirements for ‘salvation’. The 613
mitzvot are the means by which a Jew earns salvation. The non-Jew can achieve the same goal in seven
giant steps, the Noahide laws. If the non-Jew observes these fundamental laws, his religion is equally true.”
R. Moshe Tendler, The Condition of Jewish Belief, Jason Aronson, Northvale, New Jersey, 1989, 240.
2 B. T. Shevuot 21b, 22b, 23b, 25a, and elsewhere.
33 See Rambam, Melakhim 10:9:

NN TVAY IR, MIBAT 93 DR PTX A T IR ROR NV 1AXYY MIXR MWYR DT WIAD MR PN PR 127 YW 1990
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From an halakhic point of view, what is important in other faiths is that they satisfy the requirements of the
Noahide covenant. Beyond that, as Rav Soloveitchik noted, “the /ogos, the word, in which the multifarious
religious experience is expressed does not lend itself to standardization or universalization. The word of
faith . . . reflects the numinous character and the strangeness of the act of faith of a particular community
which is totally incomprehensible to the man of a different faith community” (“Confrontation”, op. cit., 72).
In other words, according to Rav Soloveitchik, beyond the requirements of the Noahide laws, we do not
presume (nor do we have the requisite insight) to judge the validity of other faiths from the perspective of
their followers. For Rav Soloveitchik there are aspects of “the other” that remain radically unknowable
from where we (as opposed to G-d) stand.
>* Exodus 31:16.
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G-d. But for their sake I will remember the covenant with their ancestors whom I brought

out of the land of Egypt in the sight of the nations to be their G-d. I am the Lord. [33]"

This is what the Lord says,

He who appoints the sun to shine by day,

Who decrees the moon and stars to shine by night,
Who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar —

The Lord Almighty is His name:

“Only if these decrees vanish from My sight,” declares the Lord,

“will the descendants of Israel ever cease to be a nation before Me.” [34]>

Our nation, the children of Israel, is a nation only by virtue of its laws. Since, then, the
Creator has stated that the Jewish nation was destined to exist as long as heaven and earth
exist, its laws would, of necessity, have to endure as long as would heaven and earth.

[35]57

An eternal covenant links the eternal people to the eternal G-d. This idea is not merely
fundamental to Judaism. It shapes the very meaning of the words truth (emet),
faithfulness (emunah) and covenant (brif) when applied to G-d. It means that G-d, having
made a covenant with the patriarchs (brit avot) and then with the children of Israel as a
nation (brit Sinai), will be true to His word. He will not break it, terminate it, or replace
it. In the language of the prophets, in the marriage between G-d and Israel there will be
no divorce. A G-d who could abandon His people is unthinkable to the biblical mind.
That is why, to a Jew, the replacement theology of classical Christianity and Islam is
untenable as an interpretation of the Hebrew Bible.

What is significant about Christianity and Islam is that these faiths, from a Jewish

perspec‘[ive58 and from their own, trace their provenance to the biblical covenants with

> Leviticus 26: 44-45.

* Jeremiah 31: 35-36.

°7 Saadia Gaon, Emunot veDe ot, Book III:7.

3% Rabbinic tradition makes the equation Esau=Edom=Rome=Christianity, and Ishmael=Islam (this is how
the Koran also traces its ancestry). Thus, both are descendants of Abraham. This may be the meaning of the
verse (otherwise unexplained in the Bible), “No longer will you be called Abram; your name will be
Abraham, for | have made you the father of many nations” (Gen. 17:5). To be sure, the Hebrew Bible itself
does not make this connection, since both Christianity and Islam were born in the post-biblical era. Nor do
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Noah and Abraham. That is why they are known as “Abrahamic faiths”. Insofar as [a]
they are religions of revelation, [b] they “recognize the authority of the Hebrew Bible as
the word of G-d to humankind”® and [c] they uphold the Noahide laws, their adherents
satisfy Maimonides’ definition of the pious of the nations, namely that they keep the
seven Noahide laws “because the Holy One blessed be He commanded them in the Torah
and made known through Moses our teacher that their observance had been enjoined on
the descendants of Noah even before the Torah was given.” At Sinai, as well as making a
covenant with the children of Israel, G-d reaffirmed His earlier covenant with mankind.

The following are some of the rabbinic sources on Christianity and Islam:

These Muslims [Ishmaelim] are not in any way idolators. [Idolatry] has already been
removed from their mouths and their hearts, and they unify G-d in the appropriate manner

without any admixture [of idolatrous beliefs]. [36]%

Here, despite his knowledge of the suffering certain Islamic groups had visited on Jews,
Maimonides insists that Islam in a genuine monotheism. Though he did not hold the same
view of the Christianity of his time (the 12" century), he nonetheless ruled that it was

permitted to teach Torah to Christians:

It is permitted to teach the commandments to Christians and to draw them close to our
religion . . . because they believe in the text of the Torah [as we have received it, and do

not argue] that it has changed, through they frequently interpret it differently . . . [37]%'

any of the traditional Jewish commentators known to me offer this interpretation (undoubtedly because the
Torah itself says — Gen. 21: 12 — “Through Isaac [alone] you will be said to have offspring”). Yet there is
an apparent contradiction between Genesis and Deuteronomy. In Genesis, God makes the promise to
Abraham that his descendants will be as many as “the dust of the earth” and “the stars of the sky”; yet in
Deuteronomy, Moses says, “The Lord did not set His affection on you and choose you because you were
more numerous than other peoples, for you are the fewest of all peoples” (Deut. 7:7). One way of resolving
this is to make a distinction between the children of the specific covenant of Abraham through Israel (“the
fewest of all peoples™) and the other Abrahamic faiths, which trace their ancestry to Abraham and today
account for more than half of the population of the earth. In this broader sense Abraham is indeed “the
father of many nations”.

% John Haldane, 4n Intelligent Person’s Guide to Religion, London, Duckworth, 2003 (writing of all three
Abrahamic faiths).

% Maimonides, Responsa, 448.

%1 Responsa, 149.
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R. Menahem Ha-Meiri, the fourteenth century Provencal scholar, introduced a new
perspective in framing relations between Jews and the wider Christian or Islamic

societies in which they lived:

It has already been stated that these things [laws relating to gentiles] were said
concerning periods when there existed nations of idolaters, and they were contaminated
in their deeds and tainted in their dispositions . . . but other nations, which are restrained
by the ways of religion and which are free from such blemishes of character — on the
contrary, they even punish such deeds — are, without doubt, exempt from this prohibition.

[3 8]62

According to Meiri, all mishnaic rules circumscribing business and other transactions
with non-Jews are to be understood as referring to pagan or polytheistic cultures, no
longer extant, which in addition to being idolatrous were also unprincipled in their
dealings with people. That has now changed. The nations amongst whom Jews lived were
now “restrained by the ways of religion” and were therefore to be regarded as on a par
with the “resident alien” of biblical times, namely as “the pious of the nations of the
world.”®

R. Moses Rivkes gives halakhic expression to the difference between pagan and

monotheistic gentile cultures:

The rabbis of the Talmud meant by the term ‘idolators’ the pagans who lived in their
time, who worshipped the stars and the constellations and did not believe in the Exodus
from Egypt and in the creation of the world out of nothing. But the nations under whose
benevolent shadow we, the Jewish nation, are exiled and are dispersed among them, they

do believe in the creation of the world out of nothing and the Exodus from Egypt and in

62 Meiri, Bet Habechirah, Avodah Zarah, 53. See also, ibid., 39, 46, 48, 59 and in many other places in his
writings.

% Much has been written about Meiri’s conceptual leap in relation to non-Jews: see Jacob Katz,
Exclusiveness and Tolerance, New York, Behrman House, 1961, 114-128; Ephraim Urbach, “Shitat
Hasovlanut shel Rabbi Menahem Hameiri,” in E. Etkes (ed), Perakim beToldot haHevrah haYehudit,
Jerusalem, 1980, 34-44; M. Halbertal, Bein Torah leChokhmah, Jerusalem, Magnes Press, 2000, 80-108.
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the essentials of faith, and their whole intention is toward the Maker of heaven and earth,

as other authorities have said . . . these nations do believe in all of this. [39]*
So does the introduction to R. Jonathan Eybeschutz’s halakhic commentary, Kreti uPleti:

The Christian nations among whom we live, generally observe the principles of justice
and righteousness, believe in the creation of the world and the existence and providence
of G-d, and in the Law of Moses and the prophets, and oppose the Sadducean view that
denies the resurrection of the dead and the immortality of the soul. Therefore it is fitting
to be thankful to them, to praise and extol them, and to bring upon them blessings and

not, G-d forbid, curses. [40]%

R. Israel Lipschutz (1782-1860) suggested that there are broad parameters of religious
belief which lead to ethical conduct and are universal among civilized societies. He called

such belief “torah” in an extended sense:

R. Elazar ben Azaryah said, “If there is no Torah there is no culture [derekh eretz]” — The
word “Torah” here cannot be meant literally, since there are many ignorant people who
have not learned it, and many pious among the gentiles who do not keep the Torah and
yet are ethical and people of culture. Rather, the correct interpretation seems to me to be
that every people has its own religion [dat Eloki] which comprises three foundational
principles, [a] belief in a revealed Torah, [b] belief in [Divine] reward and punishment,
and [c] belief in an afterlife (they disagree merely on the interpretation of these

principles). These three principles are what are called here “Torah”. [41]%

By far the most significant analysis of Christianity, however, from a Judaic point of view

was provided by R. Jacob Emden (1697-1776):

The writers of the Gospels never meant to say that the Nazarene came to abolish Judaism,
but only that he came to establish a new religion for the Gentiles from that time onward.

Nor was it new, but actually ancient; they being the Seven commandments of the sons of

 R. Moses Rivkes (Lithuania, 17" century), Be er haGolah to Choshen Mishpat 425:5).
% Introduction to R. Jonathan Eybeschuetz, Kreti uPleti, s.v. ein.
% Tiferet Yisrael to Avot 3:17. I am grateful to my brother, Alan Sacks, for reminding me of this passage.
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Noah, which were forgotten. The Apostles of the Nazarene established them anew . .. It
is therefore a habitual saying of mine . . . that the Nazarene brought about a double
kindness in the world. On the one hand, he strengthened the Torah of Moses majestically,
as mentioned earlier, and not one of our sages spoke out more emphatically concerning
the immutability of the Torah. And on the other hand he did much good for the gentiles . .
. by doing away with idolatry and removing the images from their midst. He obligated
them with the seven commandments . . . and also bestowed on them ethical ways, and in
this respect he was much more stringent with them than the Torah of Moses, as is well
known. [42]%

Citing Acts 15, Emden argues that the founders of Christianity were not engaged in
creating a new religion but rather bringing the Noahide covenant and its seven laws to the
gentiles. That is why they did not require their followers to observe the Sabbath or the
command of circumcision (which do not apply to non-Jews). Only later did Christians
(mistakenly, Emden argues) see their faith as a rival to and replacement of Judaism.
Emden urges Christians to go back to their own first principles. If they did so they would
“bring their people to love the ancient Children of Israel who remain loyal to their G-d, as
indeed commanded to Christians by their original teachers.”

Summing up the mainstream Jewish position, R. Samson Raphael Hirsch writes:

The Talmud teaches us that non-Jews who recognize and worship the G-d of heaven and
earth as proclaimed in the Bible, and who fully accept the fundamental rules incumbent
upon all men, such as the prohibitions against murder, theft, adultery, etc., are to be
placed on an equal level with Jews when it comes to our performing the duties all men
owe to one another. They are entitled to look to us not merely for justice but also for
active charity and compassion (Maimonides, Laws of Kings, 10:12)

The Sages of the Talmud are the teachers of probably the only religion that does
not claim that it alone holds the key to salvation. Instead, they teach that the righteous of
all nations have a portion in the world to come (Sanhedrin 105a). According to the

Talmud, the Mosaic Law is eternally binding only upon the people of Israel. All others

7 Rabbi Yaakov Emden, Seder Olam Rabbah ve-Zuta, Appendix. Translation, H. Falk, Journal of
Ecumenical Studies, 19:1 [Winter 1982], 105-111).
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are regarded as wholly righteous in the eyes of G-d as long as they obey the seven
Noachide laws.

In this spirit, the Talmud (Sanhedrin 59a) comments in connection with Leviticus
18:5 that a non-Jew who observes the laws given to him by G-d is an equal of the High
Priest, for it is written: “Keep my statutes and My social ordinances which man [not only
Jews] must carry out and through which he gains life.” Likewise, Isaiah 26:2 does not
read, “Open the gates so that priests and Israel may enter,” but, “so that a righteous
nation that keeps the faith may enter.” In Psalm 118:20 we do not read, “This is the gate
of the Lord; priests, Levites and Israel shall enter into it,” but, “. . . the righteous shall
enter into it.” In Psalm 33:1 we are not told, “Exult, O priests, Levites and Israel, in the
Lord,” but “Exult, O righteous ones, in the Lord.” Finally, the Psalmist (Psalm 125:4)
does not pray, “Do good, O Lord, to the priests, the Levites and to Israel,” but, “Do good,
O Lord, to the good.”

All the foregoing makes it clear that G-d’s nearness, bliss and salvation is
promised to every person who loyally and scrupulously carries out the duties laid down
for him by G-d.. . .

On the basis and in the spirit of the Talmudic teachings cited above, the scholars
of Jewish law throughout the ages have exhorted their brethren to be ever mindful of their
duties as Jews toward the governments and the peoples in whose midst and under whose
protection they dwell. In particular, they have been at pains to stress that, while in other
respects their views and ways of life may differ from those of Judaism, the peoples in
whose midst the Jews are now living have accepted the Jewish Bible of the Old
Testament as a book of Divine revelation. They profess their belief in the G-d of heaven
and earth as proclaimed in the Bible, and they acknowledge the sovereignty of Divine
Providence in both this life and the next. Their acceptance of the practical duties
incumbent upon all men by the Will of G-d distinguishes these nations from the heathen
and idolatrous nations of the Talmudic era. Even in the case of the latter, the Talmud
commanded us to practice justice and mercy in our dealings with them, albeit with some
limitations. But the peoples in whose midst we live today are regarded by the Talmud as
the complete equals of the Jews and therefore entitled to our active charity and

compassion in every respect.”®

% R. Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Collected Writings, volume VII, 225-227.
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7. Christianity, Islam and the Ways of Providence

Thus far we have considered Jewish sources affirming the status of Christians and
Muslims as “pious of the nations of the world” and thus assured of a “share in the world
to come”. A different question, no less challenging, was the historical significance of the
rise of these two faiths as worldwide phenomena. How, if history is governed by divine
providence, were Jews to interpret this phenomenon? Maimonides, Abarbanel and Emden

all concur in seeing this as part of the Divine plan for history:

But it is beyond the human mind to fathom the designs of the Creator; for our ways are
not His ways, nor are our thoughts His thoughts. All these matters relating to Jesus of
Nazareth and the Ishmaelite (Mohammed) who came after him, only served to clear the
way for King Messiah, to prepare the whole world to worship G-d with one accord, as it
is written, “For then I will turn to the peoples a pure language, that they may all call upon
the name of the Lord to serve Him with one consent” (Zeph. 3:9). Thus the Messianic
hope, the Torah, and the commandments have become familiar topics — topics of
conversation [among the inhabitants] of the far isles and many peoples, uncircumcised of
heart and flesh. They are discussing these matters and the commandments of the Torah.

[43]69

This passage, removed by censors in the Middle Ages, has only recently been restored to
printed editions of the Mishneh Torah. Despite his reservations about the validity of these
creeds, Maimonides ascribes to them a positive role in advancing the spiritual awareness
of the world, as part of a divinely providential plan to prepare the world for the messianic

age. Abarbanel offers a somewhat different interpretation:

There is no doubt that this was the most powerful of providential acts that G-d brought
about so that the Torah should not be lost completely. For when He foresaw the long

duration of this great exile [of the Jewish people], He saw that if we [Jews] were to live

% Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Melakhim 11 (part of the section from this chapter censored during the
Middle Ages but restored in recent editions). Anticipating Maimonides, Judah Halevi writes in the evelenth
century, in The Kuzari (Book 1V, 23), that Christianity and Islam “serve to introduce and pave the way for
the expected Messiah, who is the fruition, and they will all become his fruit”.
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among the idolatrous cultures of antiquity, who had neither heard of the Torah nor
witnessed its greatness, then Torah would soon be forgotten . . . That is why [G-d]
prepared the cure before the disease by exiling [Jewry] among nations who supported [the
Torah], and in this way the Torah was sustained by us during this long exile. For as we
see with our eyes, these nations [i.e. the Christian and Islamic countries of the Middle
Ages] acknowledge the truth [of the Torah] and hold it in high regard, and there is no
difference [between them and us] except in their understanding of it. Because of this the

Torah remains strong and enduring among us. [44]"

Like Maimonides, Abarbanel sees the rise of Christianity and Islam as part of a divine
plan, though unlike Maimonides he relates it specifically to the fate of Judaism.
Paradoxically it is the faith of Christians and Muslims that helps preserve the faith of
Jews during what would otherwise have been an almost unendurable exile. It should be
remembered that Abarbanel lived through the persecution and expulsion of Jews from

Spain in the late fifteenth century and was traumatised by it.”!

We should consider Christians and Muslims as instruments that will help bring about the
recognition of G-d by all men on earth. While the [heathen] nations worshipped their
idols and denied the existence of G-d, and thus recognized neither the power of G-d nor
the principle of reward and punishment, the existence of Christians and Muslims helped
disseminate among the nations the awareness of G-d’s existence, and introduced into the
most distant lands the realization that there is a G-d who rules the world, who rewards
and punishes, and who has revealed Himself to men. Indeed, thinking Christian scholars
have not only taught the nations to accept the written revelation but have also acted as
defenders of the oral revelation which is equally of Divine origin. For when vicious

people from our own midst, sworn enemies of the Law of G-d, conspired to abrogate the

70 Abarbanel, Commentary to Deut. 4. I am grateful to Rabbi Jonathan Hool for bringing this passage to my
attention.

"' «T shall relate how I used to say in those days [following the Spanish Expulsion] . . . all the prophets who
prophesied about my redemption and salvation are all false . . . Moses may he rest in peace was false in his
utterances, [saiah lied in his consolations, Jeremiah and Ezekiel lied in their prophesies, and likewise all the
other prophets . . . Let the people remember . . . all the despairing things they used to say at the time of the
Exile”, Zevach Pesach, Constantinople, 1505, 35b.
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Talmud and to do away with it, there arose from among the non-Jews defenders who

fought against these attempts.”

R. Jacob Emden here carries further the line of argument of Maimonides. His reference to
“non-Jewish defenders” of the Talmud is probably to Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522)
who fought against the attempt of the apostate Johannes Pfefferkorn to have all copies of
the Talmud burned by order of the Catholic church.

To summarize: despite their persecutions at the hands of Christians and Muslims
— a sustained narrative of Crusades, inquisitions, expulsions, forced conversions,
ghettoes, pogroms, and systematic denial of rights — Jews of the Middle Ages (with
exceptions, it need hardly be said) saw Christianity and Islam as ways in which
individuals might achieve salvation within the universal Noahide covenant, and as part of
a divinely ordained process whereby monotheism and its accompanying moral code were
spread to humanity as a whole. It would have been understandable if the Jewish reaction
had been the opposite, yet it was not — such was the inexorable logic of the Jewish
imagination to recognize, beyond the parameters of Judaism, other paths to the divine

presence.

"> R. Yaakov Emden, Commentary to Avot 4:13.
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8. Wisdom

Thus far we have considered the phenomenon of the gentile chassid whose fulfilment of
the Noahide covenant is based on (the Noahide, Abrahamic or Mosaic) revelation —
primarily, Christians and Muslims. What of Maimonides’ second category: the chakham
whose religion and ethics is based not on revelation but on reason?

There is a fundamental difference between wisdom and revelation. Whereas we
believe that Torah is the totality of Divine revelation, we also believe that wisdom — the
knowledge of G-d derived by reflecting on nature and the human situation (sometimes
called “natural theology”) — is widely dispersed through human cultures and civilizations.
Chokhmah does not mean “secular” knowledge: that is an anachronism. The concept of
secular knowledge hardly existed before Sir Francis Bacon’s The Advancement of
Learning (1605). Chokhmah has many meanings in classical Hebrew,” but in its primary
sense I define it as the knowledge of the natural universe as the creation of G-d, and of
the human being as the image of G-d. The following sources concern its spiritual

significance:

R. Shimon b. Pazzi said in the name of R. Joshua ben Levi on the authority of Bar
Kappara: He who knows how to calculate the cycles and planetary courses but does not,
of him Scripture says, “but they regard not the work of the Lord, neither have they
considered the work of his hands” (Isaiah 5:12). R. Shmuel b. Nachmani said in the name
of R. Johanan: How do we know that it is a religious obligation to calculate the cycles
and planetary courses? Because it is written, “For this is your wisdom and understanding
in the sight of the peoples” (Deut. 4:6). What is wisdom and understanding in the sight of

the peoples? It is the science of cycles and planets. [45]™

The Talmud here states that the acquisition of scientific knowledge, especially

astronomy, is a religious obligation.

7 See the last chapter (Book 111, 54) of Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, which is devoted to an
analysis of the term.
7 Shabbat 75a.
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Our rabbis taught: on seeing the sages of Israel one should say: Blessed be He who has

imparted of His wisdom to them that fear Him. On seeing sages of the nations, one says,
I’

Blessed be He who has imparted of His wisdom to his creatures. [46
This is a striking passage. The rabbis instituted a blessing to be said in the presence of a
gentile scholar, renowned for his wisdom. Note that the blessing states that such a scholar
possesses (not human but) divine wisdom.

Maimonides lays down general guidelines as to the type of wisdom one should

acquire:

Consequently, he who wishes to attain to human perfection, must therefore first study
logic, next the various branches of mathematics in their proper order, then physics, and
lastly metaphysics. [47]"

He includes the study of pardes, “esoteric subjects” — by which he means physics and

metaphysics’’ -- within the obligation of Torah study:

The time allotted to study [of Torah] should be divided into three parts. A third should be
devoted to the Written Law, a third to the Oral Law, and the remaining third to . . .

Talmud . . . The subjects known as Pardes are included in Talmud. [48]7

Maimonides regularly brackets madda (science) or chokhmah (wisdom) with Torah. The

following are typical examples:

[When Shimon ha-Tzaddik says that “The world rests on three things: on Torah, worship

and acts of kindness”] he means madda which is Torah. [49]”

One should always cultivate the habit of silence, and only converse on topics of wisdom

[chokhmah] or on matters essential to one’s existence. [50]*

5 Berakhot 58a.

¢ Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, 1:34.

7 Mishneh Torah, Yesodei haTorah 4: 13.

8 Mishneh Torah, Talmud Torah 1: 11-12.

" Commentary to Mishnah Avot 1:2, Kafih translation.
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Above all this [marrying young and avoiding drink and frivolity, so as not to be tempted
into sexual misconduct] as the sages have declared, a man should direct his mind and

thoughts to the words of Torah and enlarge his understanding with wisdom [chokhmah],
for unchaste thoughts prevail only in a heart devoid of wisdom, and of wisdom it is said,

“A lovely hind and a graceful doe.” [51]"'

The combination of Torah with chokhmabh is, for him, the highest of spiritual

achievements:

A person who has a true knowledge of the Law is called wise [chakham] in a double
sense: he is wise because the Law instructs him in the highest truths, and secondly
because it teaches him good morals. But as the truths contained in the Law are taught by
way of tradition not by a philosophical method, the knowledge of the Law, and the
acquisition of true wisdom, are treated in the books of the sages as two different things.
Real wisdom demonstrates by proof those truths which Scripture teaches by way of
tradition. It is to this kind of wisdom, which proves the truth of the Law, that Scripture

refers to when it extols wisdom and speaks of the high value of this perfection. [52]*

Here and elsewhere in his writings, Maimonides understands wisdom as the process of
demonstrating through science and philosophy the truths taught by the Torah. Far from
being an ancillary intellectual accomplishment, it constitutes the most powerful means of

fulfilling the supreme spiritual commands of the love and fear of G-d:

This G-d, honoured and revered, it is our duty to love and fear . . . And what is the way
that will lead to the love of Him and the fear of Him? When a person contemplates His
great and wondrous works and creatures, and from them obtains a glimpse of His wisdom
which is incomparable and infinite, he will straightaway love Him, praise Him glorify
Him and long with an exceeding longing to know His great name . . . And when he

ponders these matters, he will recoil frightened, and realize that he is a small creature,

8 Mishneh Torah Deot 2:4.
81 Mishneh Torah, Issurei Biah, 22: 21.
82 Maimonides, Guide, 111, 54.
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lowly and obscure, endowed with a slight and slender intelligence, standing in the

presence of Him who is perfect in knowledge. [53]%

It should be noted that this statement occurs, not in one of Maimonides’ philosophical
writings but in his law code.

Many modern Jewish thinkers — from R. Samson Raphael Hirsch to R. Joseph
Soloveitchik — have echoed Maimonides’ view that it is, at least in part, through
“wisdom” in the broadest sense that we are able to understand and improve the human
condition under G-d. The following passage, from the Sefardi sage R. Ben Zion Uziel, is

typical:

The settlement of the world [yishuvo shel olam] in its many ramifications is a
precondition and vital need for our attaining our proper way of life. In the settlement and
building of the world knowledge is increased. In our knowledge of the mysteries of
nature, our eyes are opened to new and very wide horizons, from which we will awaken
and announce the wonders of the G-d, the Creator of the universe, and the ways of His
wondrous and hidden providence, all of which are love, justice, kindness and

compassion. [54]*

One of the most striking statements to this effect was made by R. Zadok haCohen of
Lublin (1823-1900):

Every day there are new interpretations of Torah, because every day, continually, G-d
“renews the work of creation”. Since the world was created according to the Torah . . .
presumably, the renewal of the world comes about through new aspects of Torah. That is
why, after the blessing [in the morning prayers] “creator of the heavenly lights” which
speaks about the daily renewal of creation, the sages instituted a second blessing which is
a form of blessing over the Torah . . . in which we ask to know the new interpretations of
Torah which come about through the new aspects of creation. (This is in accordance with

an idea I heard, namely that [in the beginning] G-d wrote a book, the universe, and a

8 Mishneh Torah, Yesodei haTorah 2:2.
8 R. Ben Zion Uziel, Hegyonei Uziel, vol.2, 109.
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commentary to the book, namely the Torah, because the Torah explains the possessions

of G-d among creation). [55]*

The encounter between an ever-changing universe and a never-changing Torah
generates a succession of new insights, as we bring our knowledge of the two into

Juxtaposition.

8 R. Zadok haCohen, Tzidkat ha-Tzaddik, 92.
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9. The Heritage of Mankind

Chokhmah is therefore religiously significant knowledge — the knowledge we have of G-
d not through revelation but through the investigation and understanding of creation.

For many medieval Jewish thinkers — Saadia Gaon, Judah Halevi, Maimonides and
Gersonides among them — chokhmah and Torah were complementary. To be sure, there
were deep differences in their views as to which was the greater. Maimonides favoured
chokhmah. Judah Halevi favoured Torah. Both, however, are integral to Judaism.
Chokhmah allows us to encounter G-d through the wonders of nature. Torah allows us to
relate to G-d as personal presence, communicating to Israel through His word
(revelation) and the unique drama of Jewish history (redemption). A key difference
between them is that chokhmah is accessible to all, whereas Torah is the singular heritage
of Israel. The following are some of the sources that speak of the existence of chokhmah

in all cultures:

Should a person tell you there is wisdom [chokhmah] among the nations, believe it, as it
is written “Shall I not in that day, says the Lord, destroy the wise men out of Edom, and
discernment out of the mouth of Esau? (Obad. 8). But if he tells you that there is Torah
among the nations, do not believe it, because it is written, “Her king and her princes are
among the nations where Torah is no more. [56]*

Whoever, among the nations of the world, says a wise thing is called wise. [57]*

Thus, unlike Torah, wisdom is the universal heritage of mankind. All cultures have some

of it; none has it all.

The sages of Israel maintain: the sun travels beneath the sky by day and above the sky by
night, while the sages of the nations say: It travels beneath the sky by day and below the

8 Eichah Rabbati 2: 13.
¥ B. T. Megillah 16a.
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earth at night. Said Rabbi [R. Judah haNasi]: And their view is preferable to ours, for the
wells are cold by day but warm at night. [58]*

This is an important passage and had a great influence on the Jewish openness to (non-
Jewish) science and philosophy through the ages. The sages were quite open to the
possibility that on matters of chokhmah, they might be wrong and other cultures right.
They thus precluded the possibility, within Judaism, of the kind of antagonism between
religion and science that occurred between the Vatican and Galileo.

Jewish openness was predicated on two assumptions: first, that the Torah is
consistent with all truths proven by observation and reason; second, that chokhmah is not
a foreign importation. It had once been part of the heritage of Israel. Maimonides

explains:

We have already mentioned that these theories (scientific and philosophical) are not
opposed to anything taught by our prophets and our sages. Our community is a
community full of knowledge and perfection . . . But when wicked barbarians deprived us
of our possessions, put an end to our science and literature, and killed our wise men, we
became ignorant [in these matters]. This was foretold by the prophets as a consequence of
our sins, as Scripture says: “The wisdom of their wise men shall perish, and the prudence
of their prudent men shall be hid” (Isaiah 29: 14) . . . Having been brought up among
persons untrained in philosophy, we are inclined to consider these philosophical opinions
as foreign to our religion, just as uneducated persons find them foreign to their own

notions. But, in fact, it is not so. [59]%

Thus when it came to chokhmah, the sages were open to guidance from non-Jews at

many levels:

Antoninus [a Roman ruler] asked Rabbi [R. Judah haNasi]: When is the soul planted in
human beings? He [Rabbi] replied: When it leaves its mother’s womb. Antoninus
objected: Leave meat without salt for three days, and will it not putrefy? Rather, when his

destiny is determined. Our teacher agreed with him, for Scripture supports him: “All the

88 B. T. Pesachim 94b.
¥ Guide, 11: 11.
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while the breath is in me, and the spirit of G-d is in my nostrils” (Job 27:3), while it is
written, “And Your providence has preserved my spirit” (ibid. 10:12); hence, when did

You place the soul in me? When You determined my fate. [60]"°

Here Rabbi Yehudah haNasi learns a metaphysical proposition — when does the foetus
acquire a soul — from a Roman, though he accepts it only after assuring himself that there
is scriptural warrant for it. There are several such passages in the rabbinic literature.

Others report instances in which the sages learned facts from more prosaic sources:

R Hiyya the Elder and R. Shimon bar Halafta forgot the meaning of several words in the
Aramaic version of Scripture and went to a marketplace of Arabs [who spoke Nabatean]
to learn from them. They heard a man who meant to say to his companion, “Place this
burden on me,” say instead, “Place this yehav on me.” From this they concluded that
yehav means “burden,” as in the verse, “Cast yehavekha (thy burden) upon the Lord and
He will sustain you” (Psalm 55: 23). Then again, they heard a man who wished to say to
his companion, “Why do you tread (mevasseh) on me?” say instead, “Why do you
meassah on me.” They accordingly interpreted the verse “Ve-assotem (You shall tread
down) the wicked” (Mal. 3:21). They then heard a woman say to her companion, “Come
and bathe,” and receive the reply, “I am galmudah,” meaning “menstruating.” They
accordingly interpreted the verse, “Seeing I have been bereaved and galmudah” (Isa.
49:21). They then heard another woman who meant to say to her companion, “Come,
raise your lament,” say, “Come, raise your /ivyah.” They accordingly interpreted the

verse, “Who are ready to raise their livyah” (Job 3:8) ... [61]"

“R. Honi said: The sages did not know what the words serugin, haloglogot, and matate
meant, nor which is to be deferred to — one greater in wisdom or one greater in years.
They decided: Let us go and inquire at the house of Rabbi [ Yehudah ha-Nasi]. When they
got there, one said to the other, “Let so-and-so go in first.” “No, let so-and-so go in first.”
A maidservant of Rabbi’s household came out and said, “Enter according to your
seniority in years.” They began entering at intervals. So she asked them, “Why are you

entering serugin, serugin?” Among them was a young man carrying purslane, which fell

0 Bereishith Rabbah 34:10.
! Bereishith Rabbah 79:7
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from his hand. The maidservant said to him, “Young man, your kaloglogot has scattered

all over. I will bring a matate.” And she brought a broom [and swept it up].”[62]"

These sources became precedents on which Rav Hai Gaon and Rav Saadia Gaon relied in
turning to Christian and Islamic scholars for factual information, as the following

testimony from Maimonides’ pupil, R. Joseph ibn Aknin makes clear:

In his book Hameassef, Rabbenu Hai Gaon of blessed memory made use of the work of
the Arabs . . . and he also used a stanza from a love song to clarify a saying of our rabbis
of blessed memory . . . He also quotes the Koran and the Hadith. And so did R. Saadia
Gaon of blessed memory before him in his Arabic commentaries, and for this reason the
sages said, “Whoever says a word of wisdom, even among the nations of the world, is
called a sage” . . . and in this connection the Nagid, after citing many Christian
explanations, recounts . . . that R. Hai Gaon instructed R. Matzliach ben Albassek, the
dayan of Sicily, to go to the head of the Christian church [the Nestorian patriarch] to ask
him what he knew regarding the interpretation of a biblical verse, whose meaning was in
doubt. When he saw that R. Matzliach was reluctant to go, he rebuked him and said, “Our
ancestors and pious predecessors would ask the adherents of other faiths, and even

shepherds, as is known, for guidance on the meaning or explanation of a word.” [63]"

Not only could important information be found outside Israel. The same applied to

cultural achievements. The Greeks, for example, were distinguished by aesthetics:

May G-d endow Japheth with beauty, and may it dwell in the tents of Shem” (Gen. 9:27)
— may the beauty of Japheth [=Greece] dwell in the tents of Shem. [64]

When we look around in historical facts we can say: the stem of Japheth reached its
fullest blossoming in the Greeks, that of Shem in the Hebrews, Israel, who bore and bear
the Shem Hashem as their G-d through the world of nations. Right to the present day it is

only these two races, the descendants of Japheth and Shem, the Greeks and the Jews, who

%2 Yerushalmi, Megillah 2:2
% R. Yosef ibn Aknin (a disciple of Maimonides), Commentary to Shir ha-Shirim, 495. 1 am grateful to

Dayan Ivan Binstock foor this reference.
% Megillah 9b.
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have become the real educators and teachers of humanity. For all the spiritual treasures
which the world has acquired these two have to be thanked, and everything which, even
today, works at the culture and education of mankind connects up with that which
Japheth and Shem brought to the world . . . Japheth has ennobled the world aesthetically.
Shem has enlightened it spiritually and morally. Hellenism and Judaism have become the

great active forces in the educational work on mankind . . . *

R. Huna said: The kingdom of Greece excels the wicked kingdom (of Rome) in three

matters: in laws, in keeping records, and in oratorical style. [65]%

Rome, too, had its distinctive accomplishments, as did the Medes:

“And behold, it is very good” (Gen. 1:31). R. Shimon ben Lakish said: The words,
“Behold, it is very good” refer to the kingdom of heaven; the words “And behold, it is
very good” refer to the kingdom of the Romans. Why is the kingdom of the Romans
called “very good”? Because it endeavours to protect the wronged, as it says, “I, even I,
have made the earth and created Edom [=Rome] upon it . . . I summoned him to execute

righteousness” (Isaiah 45:12-13). [66]”

R. Akiva said: I like the Medes for three things: when they cut meat, they cut it only on
the table; when they kiss, they kiss only the back of the hand; when they hold counsel,
they do so only in the field. Rabban Gamliel said: I like the Persians for three things: they

are temperate in their eating, modest in the privy, and restrained in sexual matters. [67]"®

The same applied even to ethical achievement. The rabbinic literature treats the biblical
Esau, and in a later age, a Roman (Dama ben Netinah), as role models when it came to

honouring one’s parents:

% R. Samson Raphael Hirsch, Commentary to Bereishith 9:27.
% Bereishith Rabbah 16:4.

°7 Bereishith Rabbah 9:13.

% Berakhot 8b.
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Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said: No one honoured his fathers as I honoured my fathers,

but I found that Esau honoured his father even more than I honoured mine. [68]”

When R. Ulla was asked, “How far should one go in honouring one’s father and mother?”
he replied, “Go and see what a certain heathen named Dama ben Netinah did for his
father in Ashkelon. Once, the sages sought some merchandise from him involving a profit
to him of sixty myriads [of gold dinars]. But the key to where the merchandise was kept
was under his [sleeping] father’s pillow, and he would not disturb him.”

R. Judah said in the name of Samuel: When R. Eliezer was asked, “How far
should one go in honouring one’s father and mother?”” he replied, “Go and see what a
certain heathen named Dama ben Netinah did for his father in Ashkelon. Once, the sages
sought some precious stones from him for the ephod at a profit to him of sixty myriads
[of gold dinars]. But the key to where the stones were kept was under his [sleeping]
father’s pillow, and he would not disturb him.”

The following year, however, the Holy One, blessed be He, gave him his reward.
A red heifer was born to him in his herd. When the sages of Israel visited him [intending
to buy it], he said to them, “I know about you. Even if I were to ask all the money in the
world, you would pay me. But all I ask of you is the amount I lost because I honoured my
father.”

R. Hanina said: If one who is not commanded [to honour his parents] and
nevertheless does is rewarded thus, how much more by far one who is commanded and

does so. [69]'"

Summing up the Judaic tradition of openness to wisdom, wherever it is to be found, a

teaching in Avot states:

Ben Zoma said: who is wise? One who learns from everyone. [70]'!

Chokhmah differs from Torah not only in that it is to be found widely scattered

among humanity. It is also different in logical form. Wisdom can be demonstrated,

Torah, by contrast, is authenticated. Since wisdom comes from observation and

% Devarim Rabbah 1: 15.
10 B T. Kiddushin 31a.
0 gyor 4:1.
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reflection, it can be tested by observation and reflection. Torah, however, is the truth we
inherit. Revealed at Sinai, it has been handed down ever since from generation to
generation. What we need, therefore, in the case of Torah is the assurance that it comes to
us through an authentic chain of transmitters of the tradition.

This difference is neatly captured in two famous and apparently conflicting
statements. The first is Maimonides’ dictum, “Accept the truth, whoever says it.” The
second is the mishnaic teaching, “Whoever reports a saying in the name of the one who
said it, brings redemption to the world.”'** The difference is that Maimonides is talking
about wisdom, the Mishnah about Torah. In the case of Torah, we need to know who said
it? Did it come from an authentic source? In the case of wisdom, it is irrelevant who said
it. The significant question is: Is it true? This is a point Maimonides (and his son, R.
Abraham) laboured to make clear on several occasions. The following is the passage in

which the dictum first appears:

Know that the things about which we shall speak in these chapters . . . are not matters
invented on my own nor explanations I have originated. Indeed, they are matters gathered
from the discourse of the sages in the Midrash, the Talmud and other compositions of
theirs, as well as from the discourse of both the ancient and the modern philosophers and
from the compositions of many men. Accept the truth from whoever says it. Sometimes |
have taken a complete passage from the text of a famous book. Now there is nothing
wrong with that, for I do not attribute to myself what someone who preceded me said. We
hereby acknowledge this, and shall not indicate that “so-and-so said” and “so-and-so
said”, since that would be useless prolixity. Moreover, identifying the name of such an
individual might make the passage offensive to someone without experience and make
him think it has an evil inner meaning of which he is not aware. Consequently, I saw fit

to omit the author’s name, since my goal is to be useful to the reader. [71]'"

Maimonides here intimates his debt, in understanding psychology, to Plato and Aristotle,
while at the same time justifying the fact that he does not mention them by name. Firstly,

their identity is irrelevant. What matters is whether what they say is true. Secondly,

12 gvor 6: 6.
103 Maimonides, Shemoneh Perakim, introduction.
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Maimonides recognises that some of his readers will object to his citing non-Jewish
sources, and therefore he deletes their names.

The above passage belongs to one of Maimonides’ philosophical writings, the
“Eight Chapters” which serve as a prologue to his Commentary to the Mishnah tractate,
Avot. However he makes essentially the same point in his halakhic code, the Mishneh

Torah:

With respect to the principle which governs all these calculations [in relation to the
calendar], why we have to add or deduct certain figures, how all these matters became
known and the proof for each of them — this is the science of astronomy and mathematics
about which the Greek philosophers composed many books which are still today in the
possession of contemporary philosophers/scientists . . . Since all these matters have been
established by clear demonstrations in which there are no fallacies, demonstrations which
no one can refute, we have no concern with who the author of them was, or whether he
was a prophet [of Israel] or a gentile. For in the case of any claim whose principles have
been exposed [to scrutiny] and whose truth has been established by sound proofs in
which there is no fallacy, we rely on the person who has set it forth or taught it only to the
extent that his claim has been unequivocally demonstrated and its principles stand up to

our scrutiny. [72]'

Maimonides here restates his belief that chokhmah as available to all human beings with
sufficient intellectual capacity, moral character, and dedication.'” Marvin Fox notes that
“Even in this internal Jewish legal context, Maimonides had no hesitation about looking
to Greek science for what it could teach us about the correct way to make the requisite
astronomic calculations.”'*® Chokhmah establishes facts, not laws, but in applying the
law, the halakhist needs to determine facts.

Maimonides’ son, R. Avraham, adds an important observation:

1% Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Kiddush haChodesh 17:24.

19 Elsewhere he notes that the “mysteries of the Law” (maaseh bereishith and maaseh merkavah, which he
identifies with science and metaphysics respectively) “are perfectly clear to the philosopher”. See Guide,
II1, Introduction.

196 Marvin Fox, Interpreting Maimonides, University of Chicago Press, 1990, 328.
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We should not claim about Aristotle that — since he was the supreme master of
philosophy and established valid proofs of the existence of the Creator, blessed be He,
and other truths which he demonstrated or found in his encounter with the way of truth —
he was also correct in his views that matter is eternal, that G-d does not know particulars,
and other such ideas. Nor should we reject his ideas in foto, arguing that since he was
mistaken on some matters, he was mistaken on all. Rather, it is incumbent on us, as on all
understanding and wise people, to examine each proposition on its merits, affirming what
it is right to affirm, rejecting what it is right to reject, and withholding judgment on what

is not yet proven, regardless of who said it. [73]""’

R. Avraham’s point is that, when it comes to chokhmah, the personal standing of its
author is irrelevant. Truth-by-tradition must come from a reliable source, and if a person
is a faithful transmitter of the tradition, we can rely on all he says. Truth-by-
demonstration is entirely different. A great thinker may be right in some respects, wrong
in others, and we have no alternative but to test each proposition independently.
Wholesale acceptance or wholesale rejection are equally inappropriate.

Subsequent to Maimonides, other thinkers and commentators drew attention ot the
existence of wisdom and virtue outside Israel. In his Torah commentary Ohr haChayyim,
R. Chayyim ibn Attar (1696-1743) notes that Israel’s first system of governance (heads of
thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens) was conceived not by Moses but by his father-in-

law, the Midianite priest Yitro. R. Chayyim makes the following striking observation:

It seems to me that the reason was that G-d wished to show the children of Israel then and
in subsequent generations that there exist in the [other] nations people of great
understanding and discernment, the proof being Yitro’s discernment in his advice as to
how to construct a social order . . . The intention was to show that G-d did not choose
Israel because they had greater discernment and intellect than other people — Yitro being
the proof -- but because of G-d’s grace and His love of the patriarchs . . . This is all the
more so according to the view that the episode took place before the giving of the Torah,
G-d wishing thereby to convey that, although there are more sages among the nations

than in Israel, none the less it was us whom G-d chose and brought close to Him. [74]'"®

197 R. Avraham ben ha-Rambam, Maamar al Drashot Chazal, printed in standard editions of Ein Yaakov.
1% Ohr haChayyim to Exodus 18, s.v. venireh.
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R. Israel Lipshutz in his Mishnah commentary Tiferet Yisrael on the phrase “beloved is
mankind for it was created in the image [of G-d]” singles out a number of non-Jewish

figures who had made outstanding contributions to civilization:

We find that many of the pious [of the nations] did more than recognize the Creator, and
believe in the divine revelation of Torah, and perform acts of kindness to the Jewish
people, but also conferred benefit on humanity as a whole. Among them were [Edward]
Jenner who discovered [smallpox] vaccine, thus saving tens of thousands of people from
sickness, death and disfigurement; [Sir Francis] Drake who brought the potato to Europe,
thus mitigating famine on several occasions; and [Johannes] Gutenberg who invented
printing. Some of them were not rewarded in this world at all, like [Johannes] Reuchlin
who risked death to prevent the burning of Talmuds . . . and died, heartbroken, in
poverty. Is it possible to imagine that these great deeds went unrewarded in the world to
come. G-d forbid! Surely we know that the Holy One, blessed be He, does not withhold

the reward of any creature. [75]'"

He goes on to suggest that in one respect these achievements were greater than those of
the Jewish people, who had the benefit of divine guidance. Gentile sages had, however, to
“make themselves”. The result of their efforts was that now, “even the least of the nations

is more civilized than the greatest empires of antiquity”.

The advantage of the [other] nations over Israel is that they, through their own free choice
and efforts made themselves — and this is certainly a greater [human] achievement than
Israel, who were led toward perfection by the force of G-d and who therefore cannot

claim the credit for what G-d did for them in the merit of their ancestors. [75]'"°

No less significant is the interpretation given by Abarbanel and Luzzatto of the
midwives, Shifra and Puah, mentioned in the first chapter of Exodus. These are heroic

figures. Pharaoh commands them to kill every male Israelite child at birth. They do not

' Tiferet Yisrael to Avot 3:14. My thanks to Rabbi Chaim Rapoport for drawing my attention to this
source.
" Tbid.
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do so — the first recorded incidence of civil disobedience, refusing to carry out an
immoral order.""! Describing them, the Torah uses an ambiguous phrase, hameyaldot
ha’ivriyot, which could mean “the Hebrew midwives” or “the midwives to the Hebrews”.
They may, in other words, have been Hebrews of Egyptians. Tradition identified them
with Jocheved and Miriam, Moses’ mother and sister. Abarbanel and Luzzatto, however,
argued that they were Egyptians. They had no hesitation in believing that moral courage
of the highest order (the midwives are said, in the Torah, to have “feared G-d” — Ex. 1:
17) could be found, not only among the Israelites but among the Egyptians, their enemies.
Though their view is a minority, a more mainstream tradition attaches the highest
moral praise to someone who was undoubtedly an Egyptian, namely Pharaoh’s daughter,
who rescued Moses, gave him his name (the only name by which he is known) and
brought him up in the royal palace. Noting that the Torah does not specify her name, the
sages identified her with Bityah or Batyah (“the daughter of G-d”), mentioned in I
Chronicles 4: 18 as “a daughter of Pharaoh”. Spelling out the implications of these facts,

they made the following comments:

This is the reward for doers of kindness: Although Moses had many names, the only
name by which he is known throughout the Torah is the one given to him by Bityah, the
daughter of Pharaoh. Even the Holy One, blessed be He, did not call him by any other

name. [76]'"2

Said the Holy One blessed be He, to Bityah, daughter of Pharaoh: “Moses was not your
son, yet you called him your son. You, too, are not my daughter, but I shall call you My

daughter.” [77]'"

Bityah is thus the precursor of the “righteous gentiles” who saved Jews, often at great

personal risk, during the Holocaust years.'"*

"' See my The Chief Rabbi’s Haggadah (2003), 93-100.

"2 Shemot Rabbah 1: 26.

"3 Vayikra Rabbah 1:3.

"4 Their story is told in Martin Gilbert: The Righteous: The Unsung Heroes of the Holocaust, Doubleday,
2002.
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Many of these themes come together in the writings of Rav Kook, first Ashkenazi

Chief Rabbi of (pre-State) Israel, who gives them vivid expression:

“When I lived in London,'” I would visit the National Gallery, and the paintings that I
loved the most were those of Rembrandt. In my opinion, Rembrandt was a saint. When I
first saw Rembrandt’s paintings, they reminded me of the rabbinic statement about the
creation of light. When G-d created the light, it was so strong and luminous that it was
possible to see from one end of the world to the other. And G-d feared that the wicked
would make use of it. What did He do? He secreted it for the righteous in the world to
come. But from time to time there are great men whom G-d blesses with a vision of that
hidden light. I believe that Rembrandt was one of them, and the light in his paintings is

that light which G-d created on Genesis day.”'"°

The Holy One, blessed be He, dealt charitably with his world by not putting all the talents
in one place, not in any one man or in any one nation, not in any one country, not in one
generation or in one world; but the talents are scattered . . . The store of the special
treasure of the world is laid up in Israel. But in order, in a general sense, to unite the
world with them, certain talents have to be absent from Israel so that they may be

completed by the rest of the world and the princes of the nations. [78]""

Rav Kook here makes it explicit that no one culture or nation has a monopoly on the
expressions of the human spirit. This was part of the divine plan, that each should have
something unique to contribute to humanity: the idea behind the concept of “the dignity

of difference”.

Because that which connects human thought and feeling with the infinite and all-
surpassing Divine light must [be refracted into] a multiplicity of colours, therefore every

people and society must have a different spiritual way of life. [79]''®

"% Rav Kook was forced, by the outbreak of World War I, to stay in London for the duration of the conflict.
116 R Abraham Isaac Kook, Interview, Jewish Chronicle, 9 September 1935.

7 R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot, p. 152, para. 2.

8 R Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot haKodesh, vol. 3, 15.
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Faith has a natural content and a cognitive one [tokhen shel hakarah ve-haskalah] . . . In
its cognitive mode, it is full of intellectual breadth, and because of this it is crowned with
great love and tolerance. It knows cognitively that the yearning for G-d and the higher
perfection it seeks is rich in colours, to the point that it can be clothed in different garbs,

even in opposing descriptions, and is above all contradiction and opposition. [80]'"

For Rav Kook, the infinite light of G-d’s presence cannot be confined to a single human
perspective (and see the interpretation given by R. Samson Raphael Hirsch of the

rainbow as the symbol of G-d’s covenant with humanity, below).

How then shall a person achieve a sense of the Divine greatness in such a way that the
essential form of spiritual beauty is not confused but enlarged? Through the enlargement
of one’s cognitive powers and by liberating one’s imagination and visionary scope
through knowledge of the world and of life and by the richness of one’s feeling for all
that exists. Therefore it is necessary to study all the wisdoms in the world, all ways of
life, all different cultures, along with the ethical systems and religions of all peoples and

languages, so that, with greatness of soul, one will know how to purify them all. [81]'*°

Narrowness of sympathy [tzarut ayin], which causes one to see in everything outside the
boundary of one particular people, even if that people is the people of Israel, only
ugliness and impurity, is one of the most terrible sources of darkness, and causes general
destruction to every good spiritual construction, to whose light every refined soul looks

forward. [82]"

Rav Kook here draws the logical conclusion: that those whose faith is deepest have the
broadest intellectual and ethical horizons. Though they know their faith is true and
absolute, they also know that traces of G-d’s presence within the human spirit can be

found beyond the borders of their specific culture or religious community.

19 R. Abraham Isaac Kook, manuscript, collection 5, 76b.

120 R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Arpelei Tohar, 32-33.

121 R. Abraham Isaac Kook, manuscript, cited in Ish-Shalom, Harav Kook, bein rationalism le-mystikah,
154.
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Rav Kook’s views are well-known. Less well-known is the fact that they were
shared by his contemporary R. Ben-Zion Uziel, Sefardi Chief Rabbi of (pre-state) Israel
while Rav Kook was Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi:

Each country and each nation which respects itself, does not and cannot be satisfied with
its narrow boundaries and limited domains; rather, they desire to bring in all that is good
and beautiful, that is helpful and glorious to their national [cultural] treasure. And they
wish to give the maximum flow of their own blessings to the treasury of humanity as a
whole. [Each self-respecting nation desires] to establish a link of love and friendship
among all nations, for the enrichment of the human storehouse of intellectual and ethical
ideas and for the uncovering of the secrets of nature. Happy is the country and happy the
nation that can give itself an accounting of what it has taken in from others; and more
importantly, of what it has given of its own to the repository of all humanity. Woe unto
that country and nation that encloses itself in its own four cubits [i.e. its own private
confines] and limits itself to its own narrow boundaries, lacking anything of its own to
contribute [to humanity] and lacking the tools to receive [cultural contributions] from

others. [83]'%

The most striking expression of this theme appears in the writings of the 19" century

Rabbi of Livorno, Elijah Benamozegh:

... But what is no less certain is that Judaism too profited from these relations with the
Gentiles, since these same rabbis acknowledge, freely and often, that they in their turn are
greatly indebted to pagan scholars and sages for the comprehension of certain texts, and
even of questions relating to the most important religious beliefs . . .

For Kabbalists, it is always the same kind of sorting out, the same selecting that
Judaism itself must engage in, whether, through dispersion among the Gentiles, it gathers
and incorporates the fragments of truth wherever it finds them scattered, or whether it
attracts to itself minds with monotheistic tendencies, and so augments the ranks of Israel

by admission of proselytes.'*

12 R. Ben Zion Uziel, Hegyonei Uziel, vol. 2, 127.
' R. Elijah Benamozegh, Israel and Humanity, p.75.
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To summarize: in its reflections on the human situation beyond the borders of its own
(particular) faith, Judaism recognized two phenomena. One was the spread of the basic
beliefs of monotheism (i.e. the Noahide laws) brought about by the emergence of
Christianity and Islam. Though neither was an option for a Jew (how could a Jew believe
in a G-d who broke His covenant with His firstborn child?) they were nonetheless two
valid paths through which gentiles could serve G-d and follow their path to the world to
come.

12 through philosophy,

The second was the cumulative growth of wisdom,
science, the arts and humanities. The concept of wisdom as religiously significant
knowledge goes back to the Bible, which devotes several books to it (most notably,
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Job). Unlike Torah, wisdom is not confined to those who
recognize the concept of revelation. It can be found among those (most famously
Aristotle) who did not. Few went as far as Maimonides in seeing wisdom as the highest
form of knowledge, but the mainstream of Jewish thought was open to its insights into
creation and the human condition. Unlike revelation which is essentially particular (to
this people, at that time, in that place), wisdom is universal. It can be found in many
cultures; its appearance is always unpredictable; no one nation has it all. The proper
approach, argues Maimonides’ son R. Avraham, is to subject it to critical scrutiny,
accepting the true, rejecting the false, and withholding judgment on the not-yet-proven.

In these two quite different ways, the classic Judaic tradition was open to the
world even though, time and again, the world (Greek, Roman, Christian, Muslim and
post-Enlightenment European) was rarely open to it. It would be anachronistic to call this
set of attitudes “tolerance”. Tolerance is a seventeenth century concept, given its classic
expression by John Locke. Most of the sources I have cited long predate this idea. Yet
there is a coherent and consistent line to be drawn, from the Torah to Rav Kook, through
the ancient rabbinic literature and Maimonides, that shows that Judaic monotheism is not
a closed, exclusive system. Its openness flows directly from the structural fact of dual
covenant: the first with humanity as a whole, the second with Abraham and Israel. This

meant and means that Israel-as-covenantal-people must acknowledge the integrity and

124 For a recent restatement of the case for wisdom, see David Conway, The Rediscovery of Wisdom,
Macmillan, 2000.
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moral responsibility of all people as the image of G-d, under the sovereignty of G-d,
within the (Noahide) covenant of G-d.

Does the multiplicity of cultures have a value in and of itself? In one sense, the
answer is obviously No. The Torah begins with universals. The stories of Adam and Eve,
Cain and Abel, the generation of the Flood, and the builders of Babel, are narratives of
disappointment (“G-d was grieved that He had made man on earth, and His heart was

»12%) " A key transition then takes place between Noah and Abraham. That

filled with pain
is the point at which the Divine-human drama shifts from the universal (Noah) to the
particular (Abraham), from the covenant with all mankind to the covenant with one
section of mankind. Much will turn on how we understand the beginning and end of this
transition: (a) the rainbow as the symbol of G-d’s covenant with all humanity, and (b)
what went wrong at Babel, and why the Divine response was to “confuse their language

so they will not understand each other.” What is a Jewish view of diversity?

125 Gen. 6: 6.
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10. Unity and Diversity

One of the basic themes of biblical monotheism is that diversity on earth testifies to unity
in heaven. Reality is not a ceaseless struggle of contending elements — the ultimately
tragic vision of paganism, given its highest expression by the Greek dramatists and
philosophers. Instead it is a divinely ordained harmony — one that existed at the beginning
of creation and will eventually be restored at the end of days. This is the theme of many
Psalms, and of the culminating chapters of the Book of Job. They are summed up in the

following verse:

How many are Your works, O Lord,
In wisdom You made them all;

The earth is full of your creatures. [84] '*°

Diversity is particularly significant in the case of persons:

For this reason, man [i.e. the first human being] was created alone to teach that whoever

destroys a single life'*’

is as though he had destroyed an entire universe, and whoever
saves a single life is as if he had saved an entire universe. Furthermore [the first man was
created alone] for the sake of peace among men, so that no one could say to another, “My
ancestor was greater than yours” . . . [Yet another reason] was to proclaim the greatness
of the Holy One, blessed be He, for when a human being strikes many coins from one
mould, they all resemble one another, but the supreme King of kings, the Holy One,
blessed be He, fashioned every man in the stamp of the first man, and yet not one of them

resembles his fellow. [85]'**

Thus: one who is not in my image is none the less in G-d’s image.

120 Psalm 104:24. The book of Psalms ends with the words, “Let everything that has breath praise the Lord”
(Ps. 150:8). Creation in all its diversity sings a song of thanksgiving to the Creator — the many
acknowledging their source in the One.

127 This is the text in several manuscript editions. Later printed editions add the words “of Israel” here and
in the next sentence.

122 Mishnah, Sanhedrin 4: 5.
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Judaism has a special blessing for human diversity, as the next passage indicates.
It also notes that one of the conditions of being a leader is respect for the diversity of

those he leads:

“Moses spoke to the Lord saying, Let the Lord, G-d of the spirits of all flesh, set a man
over the congregation.”'* Halakhah: If one sees a multitude of people, one should say,
“Blessed are You, O Lord our G-d, King of the universe, who knows their innermost
secrets.” For just as their faces are not like one another, so their temperaments are unlike
one another, each having their own . . . This was Moses’ request of the Holy One, blessed
be He: “Sovereign of the universe, the mind of every individual is revealed and known to
You. The minds of your children are not alike. Now that I am taking leave of them,
appoint over them a leader who will bear with each of them as their temperament

requires.” [86] '

According to Maimonides, diversity is fundamental to the human condition. It is what

. . . 131
makes mankind a “social animal”:'?

It has already been fully explained that man is naturally a social being, that by virtue of
his nature he seeks to form communities; man is therefore different from other living
beings that are not compelled to combine into communities. He is, as you know, the
highest form in creation, and he therefore includes the largest number of constituent
elements; this is the reason why the human race contains such a great variety of
individuals, that we cannot discover two persons exactly alike in any moral quality, or in
external appearance. The cause of this is the variety in man’s temperament, and in
accidents dependent on his form; for with every physical form there are connected certain
special accidents different from those which are connected with the substance. Such a
variety among the individuals of a class does not exist in any other class of living beings;
for the variety in any other species is limited; only man forms an exception; two persons

may be so different from each other in every respect that they appear to belong to two

12 Numbers 27:15.

1 Bamidbar Rabbah 21:2.

B! Aristotle, in The Politics, calls man a “political animal”. There is a difference between these two
phrases, related to the different place of politics in Greek and Jewish thought. For the Greeks, politics was
the highest form of social activity; for Jews it was a means to an end. Education was the highest form of
social activity. See Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice.
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different classes . . . This great variety and the necessity of social life are essential

elements in man’s nature. [87]"*

How is this human diversity related to the Noahide and Abrahamic covenants? Crucial
here are the writings of two of the greatest Jewish thinkers of the nineteenth century, R.
Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888) and R. Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (=Netziv, 1817-
1893).

Hirsch’s view appears in his commentary on the covenant with Noah after the
Flood. The question he poses is: how does G-d ensure that “never again will I curse the
ground because of man” (Gen. 8:21)? What changes does G-d bring about in the human
condition to ensure that the world will not again be engulfed in violence as it had been
before the Flood? Hirsch’s answer is twofold. First, G-d shortened the life-span of human
beings. A limit was thus set to the time for which any generation, even the most evil,

could hold sway. The second was the creation of a diversity of nations and cultures:

If we add to this diversity of individuals, the still greater diversity of nations, which the
new arrangements for the earth effected, and also the hindrance to communication
brought about by the division of the earth into continents and countries which will only
be overcome after thousands of years; if we think how, thereby, for thousands of years no
degeneration spread universally all over the world, and how, just as in the quicker change
of the generations in the individuals, so thereby the wider development of nations was
started in which new nations with fresh unvitiated powers always take the place of
degenerated, enervated ones: then . . . everything is said by which G-d started a

completely new phase in the development and education of mankind.'*?

... [B]y the changed position and conditions of the earth, we are informed of the plan for
paving the way for education, namely that evil should not again increase as before but
that men should separate into greater diversity, and thereby the spread of evil, both in

individuals and nations, would be paralyzed . . ."*

132 Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, II: 40.
13 Hirsch, Commentary to Genesis 8: 22.
134 Hirsch, Commentary to Genesis 9:1; italics added.
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“As for you, be fruitful and multiply; swarm on the earth and multiply on it” ... G-d
gave a special covenant, a special dispensation, to the different climates and countries . . .
It would accordingly be a description of a diversity and infinite variety of human races,
and moreover “on the earth” and by the earth, under the influences of the various lands . .
. Noachian mankind is given the mission to spread over the whole world, and under the
most diverse conditions and influences of climate and physical nature of the countries, to
become Men and develop the one common real characteristic of Man: a diversity and a
multiplicity which appeared to us in the above connection as G-d’s new plan for the
education of mankind, to avoid the necessity for any fresh total catastrophe. The diversity

is to balance the deficiency and so pave the way to progress to the goal.'”

According to Hirsch, the degeneration of life before the Flood, in which “all flesh had
perverted its way on the earth”, was to be rendered impossible in the future by the
diversity of cultures. If one became corrupt, others might retain their moral codes. No
single regime could prevail over all humanity, threatening its future. Hirsch applies the
same logic to the fact that the sign of G-d’s covenant with Noah after the flood is a

rainbow:

By it [the sight of the colours of the rainbow] our attention would repeatedly be directed
to the fact that, in spite of all differences in the degree of human development, G-d would
never again decree the downfall of the whole human race, but that its future education to
its godly purpose was to be founded just on these differences and varieties of humanity.
For is the rainbow anything else but the one pure ray of light, broken up into seven
degrees of seven colours . . . and from the one to the other, are they not all rays of light,
and combined all together, do they not form one complete pure white ray? Could not this
perhaps be meant to say: the whole manifold variety of all living creatures . . . above all,
the whole variety of shades in which henceforth the purely “human” would show itself in
the races of mankind . . .G-d unites them all together in one common bond of peace, all
fragments of one life, all refracted rays of the one spirit of G-d, even the lowest, darkest,

most distant one, still a son of the light?'*®

133 Hirsch, Commentary to Genesis 9:7; italics added.
136 Hirsch, Commentary to Genesis 9: 15; italics added.
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Hirsch’s theory is reminiscent of the ideas of two political thinkers, Montesquieu and
Madison. In The Spirit of Laws (1748), Montesquieu argued in favour of a confederate
republic (i.e. a political union of several small states, not unlike the amphictyony of
twelve tribes that characterized biblical Israel from the days of Joshua until the creation

of the monarchy in the days of Samuel and Saul) on the following grounds:

If a single member should attempt to usurp the supreme power, he could not be supposed
to have an equal authority and credit in all the confederate states. Were he to have too
great an influence over one, this would alarm the rest; were he to subdue a part, that
which would still remain free might oppose him with forces independent of those which

he had usurped, and overpower him before he could be settled in his usurpation.'’

Similarly, in The Federalist Papers (1787-8), James Madison argued that the best way to
contain the destructive potential of any political order was to ensure that various factions

counterbalanced one another:

Extend the sphere [of the republic] and you take in a greater variety of parties and
interests; you make it less probable that a majority of the whole will have a common
motive to invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a common motive exists, it will be
more difficult for all who feel it to discover their own strength and act in unison with
each other . . . The influence of factious leaders may kindle a flame within their particular

States but will be unable to spread a general conflagration through the other States.'*®

Like Montesquieu and Madison, but extending the idea to humanity as a whole, Hirsch
suggests that the division of mankind into separate countries and continents, nations and
cultures, was the best defence against the global rule of evil."*’ R. Naftali Zvi Yehudah

Berlin uses a similar idea to understand the sin of the builders of Babel:

137 Montesquieu, The Spirit of Laws, Vol. 1, Book IX, ch. 1.

1% James Madison, Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, The Federalist Papers, X.

1% As Madison wrote to Thomas Jefferson (16 April 1787), “Divide et impera [the Roman principle of
“divide and rule”] the reprobated axiom of tyranny, is, under certain conditions, the only policy by which a
republic can be administered on just principles.” The question addressed by the Torah in these chapters is
how the rule of G-d can be best secured in a world in which human beings have constant recourse to
violence (“every inclination of [man’s] heart is evil from his youth”, Gen. 8: 21). The answer is a form of
Divine divide-and-rule.
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Since the views of human beings are not the same, [the builders of Babel] were
concerned that no one should have a contrary opinion. They therefore took care that no
one be allowed to leave their city, and those who expressed contrary views were
condemned to death by fire, as they sought to do to Abraham. Their “shared words”
became a stumbling-block because they resolved to kill anyone who did not think as they

did. [88]"*°

Netziv’s view is that Babel was in danger of becoming the first totalitarian state (“the
attempt to impose a man-made unity on divinely created diversity”). The “unity of
speech” of its builders threatened the natural diversity of human opinion. They refused to
allow dissidents to leave, and sentenced to death those who expressed dissenting views.
While they were building the city, the people were united by a common purpose. The
danger was that, had they succeeded in building it they would continue to impose

uniformity:

“The Lord said: If as one people speaking the same language they have begun to do this,
then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them” (Gen. 11: 6). [This means], If
they complete the tower, they will come to the further stage of forcibly preventing anyone
disagreeing with their plan [that all should live in the same place], leading to murder and

violence which will destroy society completely. [89]"*'

Netziv adds, in this context, an arresting interpretation of Jeremiah 2: 33-34 in which the

prophet delivers a criticism of Israel:

How skilled you are at pursuing love!
Even the worst of women can learn from your ways.
On your clothes, men find the lifeblood of the innocent poor,

Though you did not catch them breaking in. [90]

Netziv comments:

0 Ha-amek Davar to Genesis 11: 4.
“!' Ha-amek Davar to Genesis 11: 6.
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The meaning is that there were in his [Jeremiah’s] day groups who prided themselves that
they had more love and peace than anyone else. The prophet says that it was not so. On
their clothes was the blood of the innocent poor — not because they had stolen from them
but because they [the poor] were not part of their group. Sectarianism leads to murder,

and the way to praiseworthy peace only comes when people are careful to do no evil to

those who are not members of their group. [91]'*

Utopian-sectarian communities may pride themselves on their harmony, but it is secured
at a price: their indifference at best, or at worst hostility, to those who do not share their
views. Netziv’s analysis echoes Aristotle’s — and more recently Karl Popper’s'® —
critique of Plato’s Republic. A community must allow space for diversity — such is the
Netziv’s view, and he held to it consistently throughout his writings. Elsewhere he argues
that the Second Temple was destroyed because, even though the Jews of that time were
“righteous and pious and laboured in the study of Torah”, they “suspected all those who
behaved differently from them in the fear of G-d, as being Sadduceans and heretics”. The
result was “the destruction of creation and social order [churban habriyah veharisut
yishuv ha-aretz]”.'** For the same reason he opposed separatist communities within
Orthodoxy.'* A Jewish community must, within the parameters of halakhah, make space
for difference — all the more so, humanity as a whole.'*

Hirsch and Netziv differ in their emphases. Hirsch stresses the need to prevent the
global dominance of evil; Netziv is concerned with the preservation of liberty. Yet they
concur in seeing difference as an essential part of the Divine script after the twin
calamities of the Flood and Babel. To be sure, it was not lechatchilah but bedi’avad; not
part of G-d’s plan from the beginning, but the only way of rescuing humanity from

disaster while preserving their freewill. They would have concurred with Tom Paine’s

2 Harchev Davar to Gen. 11: 6.

14 Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, vol. 1.

" Ha’amek Davar, Bereishith, introduction.

14 Responsa Meshiv Davar 1: 4.

1% This is in marked contrast to the traditional Jewish understanding that — whether at the giving of the
Torah, or generally throughout time — the people of Israel are “like one person with one soul”. This kind of
organic, Platonic, or mystical unity is not, for Netziv, the basis of a free society or a genuine community
prior to the Messianic age. Netziv’s view is, in this regard, a minority voice within the tradition, but an
important one.
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remark in Common Sense (1776) that “Government, like dress, is the badge of lost
innocence; the palaces of kings are built on the ruins of the bowers of paradise.” That is
what the post-deluvian order is from a biblical perspective. Ideally, human beings would
live together in harmony; neither the division of languages nor the political process would
be necessary. But though the Torah is predicated on ideals, it recognizes the reality of

25147

human behaviour (“The Torah was not given to ministering angels” ™" — but to human

beings with all their faults). The sequence of episodes of Genesis 2-11 tell of how G-d,
constantly grieved by the way human beings destroy the order He has created, must
Himself lower His expectations of mankind until the end of days.

Thus, after Babel and as a response to it, G-d divides mankind into a multiplicity
of languages and civilizations (“Come, let us go down and confuse their language . . .

That is why it is called Babel — because there the Lord confused the language of the

d”148

whole worl ). The result, as Rav Kook makes clear at many points in his writings, is

that each civilization has something distinctive to contribute to the project of mankind:

The Holy One, blessed be He, dealt charitably with his world by not putting all the talents
in one place, not in any one man or in any one nation, not in any one country, not in one
generation or in one world; but the talents are scattered . . . The store of the special
treasure of the world is laid up in Israel. But in order, in a general sense, to unite the
world with them, certain talents have to be absent from Israel so that they may be

completed by the rest of the world and the princes of the nations. [92]'*

Each people has its own purpose and destiny which constitutes its distinctive vocation
and contribution to the perfection of the world. Each nation, through its character and
attributes, ideas and history, has something unique which it bestows on humanity as a
whole. [93]'°

Y'B. T. Berakhot 25b.

8 Gen. 11:7.

49 R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot, p. 152, para. 2.

130 R Abraham Isaac Kook, Olat Riyah, vol. 1, p. 387.
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11. Abraham and the call to be different

G-d said to Abram, “Leave your land, your birthplace and your father’s house to the land
that I will show you.” [94]""

Why was Abraham called Aa-Ivri (“the Hebrew”, Gen. 14: 13)? Because all the world

was on one side (ever) and he was on the other. [95]"*

After Babel, the Torah focuses its attention not on humanity as a whole (whose covenant
is never revoked) but on one person and a single family that eventually becomes a tribe,
then a collection of tribes, then a nation. G-d’s call to Abram is, among other things, a
call to be different. He is to uproot himself from all the normal bases of identity (parents,
birthplace, land). He and his descendants will be unique. They will become the only
nation whose identity is founded not on “natural” factors but on a specific covenant with
G-d. The first sign of that covenant is circumcision. Later, with the exodus and the
revelation at Sinai, Israel will become the people whose way of life and historical destiny
testify to the presence of G-d in their midst. As opposed to the nations and empires of the
ancient world, their identity will not be “organic” or “cosmological” but covenantal. They

are called on to be different:

Now if you obey Me and keep My covenant, you shall be My special treasure among all
the nations, even though all the world is Mine. You will be a kingdom of priests and a

holy nation to Me. [96]"*

You shall be holy to Me, for I, G-d, am holy, and I have separated you out from among
the nations to be Mine. [97]"**

Do not follow the ways of Egypt where you once lived, nor of Canaan, where I will be

bringing you. Do not follow their customs. [98]"*

51 Genesis 12:1.

152 Bereishith Rabbah 42:8; Pesikta Rabbati 33, s.v. davar acher anokhi; Yalkut Shimoni Lekh Lekha, 73.
“How could we have existed, how continue to exist, if we had not, from the very beginning, received from
Abraham the courage to be a minority.” S. R. Hirsch, Commentary to Genesis 12:1.

133 Exodus 19:5-6.

13 Leviticus 20: 26.

155 Leviticus 18:3.
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It is a people that dwells apart,

Not reckoned among the nations. [99]"*

To be a Jew is to be called on to be apart from, yet a part of, society as a whole, to
contribute to its welfare while being faithful to the distinctive covenant of Jewish identity
and singularity — to be a “countervoice in the conversation of mankind”. This is how R.

Joseph Soloveitchik expresses the idea:

We Jews have been burdened with a twofold task . . . We think of ourselves as human
beings, sharing the destiny of Adam in his general encounter with nature, and as members
of a covenantal community which has preserved its identity under most unfavorable
conditions, confronted by another faith community. We believe we are the bearers of a
double charismatic load, that of the dignity of man, and that of the sanctity of the
covenantal community. In this difficult role, we are summoned by G-d, who revealed
himself at both the level of universal creation and that of the private covenant, to
undertake a double mission — the universal human and exclusive covenantal

confrontation."”’

Rabbi Soloveitchik here defines the dual identity of the Jew (what Samson Raphael
Hirsch called Mensch-Yisroel), as embodying both the universal and particularistic
dimensions of human existence. To be a Jew is therefore to be true to the particular
covenant with Abraham and at the same time a blessing to humanity as a whole. This
latter point (“through you shall all the nations of the earth be blessed”) is stated no less
than five times in the Book of Genesis.[100]"®

This concept of dual identity — honouring both our uniqueness and universality,
being true to our faith and a blessing to those not of our faith — is one of the truly great

Jewish contributions to humanity, opposed as it is to tribalism on the one hand, Platonic

or Enlightenment universalism on the other. However, it raises a fundamental question. If

156 Numbers 23: 9.

137 Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, “Confrontation”, in Norman Lamm and Walter Wurzburger [eds], 4
Treasury of Tradition, New York, Hebrew Publishing Company, 1967, 66.

"% Genesis 12:3, 18:18, 22:18, 26:4, 28:14.
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G-d can be reached, and salvation achieved, by the seven Noahide commands, why the
need for a further and different covenant with Abraham and the children of Israel? Why
did G-d propose it? Why did Israel accept? If G-d is the G-d of all mankind, and “the
pious of the nations of the world have a share in the world to come” why did Israel take
on the burden of 613 commandments, not seven? Why, throughout the often tragic pages
of Jewish history, did they stay obstinately loyal to their faith when (in Judah Halevi’s
phrase) “with a word lightly spoken” they could have abandoned it, joined the dominant
culture (Greece, Rome) or religion (Christianity, Islam) and put an end to their
persecution? This is the question of questions in Judaism, and much ink has been spent
on answering it."”’

The first twelve chapters of the Torah constitute one of the great meta-narratives
of Western civilization (the anti-Platonic or counter-philosophical'®® narrative). It is a
story of divine expectation and disappointment. It tells of how G-d created mankind in
His image, and of how, repeatedly, man failed to live up to that image, sometimes by
being less than human (Cain’s fratricide, a world “filled with violence™), at other times
aspiring to be more than human (eating forbidden fruit, aspiring to build a tower that
reaches heaven). The central drama is the Flood. In it, measure for measure, G-d destroys
those who were destroying His world (the world he declared “very good”). After it, G-d
lowers his expectations and makes a morally minimal covenant with mankind — the
Noahide laws.

It is as if He had said to Noah and his descendants: “At least do this. I can ask no
less if humanity is to survive. There must be knowledge of and respect for the one G-d.
There must be justice and the sanctity of human life. There must be sexual fidelity, a
respect for the property of others, and for the welfare of animals who feel pain as you do.

These are not the supreme expressions of life in the presence of G-d. They are the barest

1391 was careful to write my own answer, Radical Then, Radical Now (published in America as A4 Letter in

the Scroll) before writing The Dignity of Difference.

10 One of the differences between Judaism and philosophy is precisely that between truth-as-story and
truth-as-system. Truth-as-story introduces into thought about the human condition the essential element of
time — and hence of the ineliminable significance of history. When philosophers — Hegel, Marx et al — write
about history they tend to do so in terms of determinism and inevitability. When the Hebrew Bible does so,
it does so in the context of human freewill, choice and responsibility. The key term of philosophical history
is progress (or the Hegelian-Marxist dialectic). The key term of covenantal history is hope. To confuse
these two radically different forms of understanding under the general rubric of “linear time” is an
intellectual error of major proportions.
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essentials if humanity is to honour the trust [ have placed in it as guardian of creation. I
have promised that I will never again destroy your world as I did in the Flood. You must
now promise in return not to destroy My world.”

G-d then turned, not to all men but to one, Abraham, and said: “With you and
your descendants — those who are faithful to My word — I will make not a minimal but a
maximal covenant. Israel, the children of your grandson, will become the people in
whose history and way of life My presence will become visible to all those among whom

*161 < And all the people of the

you live. You will be (in Isaiah’s words) ‘My witnesses.
earth shall see that the name of G-d is written upon you.”'®* I ask you to become the role
models, exemplars and embodiments of My word, My love and My presence in the
affairs of mankind. All mankind is in My image, but you I have called My child — ‘My
son, my firstborn, Israel.”'® Others will know Me through creation; you alone will know
Me through revelation and redemption. Others will know Me as Elokim. You alone will
know My proper name Hashem. You will be the first people through whom I reveal my
presence in history when I redeem you from slavery in Egypt. You will be the only
people born as a nation in and through a covenant with G-d, whose laws are not human
but Divine. To you I entrust my greatest treasure, the architecture of holiness, the Torah.
As the priest is to Israel, so will you be to the nations of the world.'®* Other nations will
have other gifts — the arts, the sciences, the almost infinite varieties of human culture —
but you will have the one I cherish more than all. You will have the gift of My presence,
and through it you will give light to all the world.”

The clearest articulation of this view is twice given by the greatest of the prophets,

Moses, near the beginning of his great vision of the covenant, the book of Deuteronomy:

See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the Lord my G-d has commanded me, so that
you may follow them in the land you are entering to take possession of it. Observe them
carefully, for this is your wisdom and understanding in the eyes of the nations, who will
hear about all these decrees and say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding

people.” What other nation is so great as to have their G-d near to them the way the Lord

161 1sajah 43:10.

192 Deut. 28:10.

163 Bx. 4:22.

164 See Sforno to Ex. 19:6.
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our G-d is near to us whenever we pray to Him? And what other nation is so great as to
have such righteous decrees and laws as this entire Torah I am setting before you today.

Search into days gone by, long before your time, from the day when G-d created man on
earth; search from one end of heaven to the other, and ask if any deed as mighty as this
has been seen or heard. Did any people ever hear the voice of G-d speaking out of the
fire, as you heard it, and remain alive? Or did ever a god attempt to come and take a
nation for himself away from another nation, with a challenge, and with signs, portents,
and wars, with a strong hand and an outstretched arm, and with great deeds of terror, as

the Lord your G-d did for you in Egypt in the sight of you all? [102]"

Note the precision of these statements. Israel is singled out with reference to revelation
(“righteous decrees and laws”, “speaking out of the fire”) and redemption (“near to us
whenever we pray”, taking “a nation from another nation”). There is no reference to G-d-
in-creation, which is the shared patrimony of mankind. In the particularity of its being,
Israel lives in the close, continuous presence of G-d, through its laws (revelation) and its

history (redemption). The briefest expression of this idea was given by Rabbi Akiva:

Beloved is mankind for it was created in the image of G-d . . . Beloved is Israel for they

are called G-d’s children . . . [103]"%’

All can come to know G-d through meditation on the universe as G-d’s creation, and on
humanity as G-d’s image. What makes Israel different is that it has also known God-as-
parent through the dual acts of parenthood, teaching (revelation) and rescuing
(redemption).

A key-word in understanding Jewish destiny is the one with which the Torah

begins: bereishith. On this, Rashi writes:

165 Deut. 4:5-8.
166 Deut. 4: 32-34.
17 gvot 3: 18.
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This phrase [“In the beginning, G-d created”] calls out for explanation in the manner that
our rabbis explained it, namely [G-d created the world] for the sake of the Torah which is
called (Prov. 8:22) “the beginning of his way”, and for the sake of Isracl who are called
(Jer. 2:3) “the beginning of his increase.” [104]'®®

The precise significance of this idea is often lost because of an ambiguity in the word
“beginning”. In biblical Hebrew, the word for “beginning” in the sense of the first in a
chronological series is not reishith but techilah or hatchalah.'® The word reishith means
something else: metonymy, the part that exemplifies the whole. Thus the reishith (“first”)
of produce was to be offered to G-d, or to the priest, or eaten under conditions of special
sanctity,'’ not to show that it alone was holy (= belonging properly to G-d) but to show
that all is holy. “The reishith of wisdom is the fear of G-d”'"' does not mean that the fear
of G-d is chronologically the first step in acquiring wisdom, but rather that it must be a
constant accompaniment of it. Reishith means the part that serves as an interpretive key to
the rest, the particular embodiment of a universal truth. That is Israel’s destiny among
the families of mankind. There are two ways of understanding this idea.

The first is that in the act of creation G-d delegated to humanity His creative and
sovereign powers (“fill the earth and subdue it”, “the heavens are the heavens of the Lord,

but the earth he has given to mankind”'"

). The very act of creation therefore represents a
“hiding” of the “face” of God (olam, “universe”, and ne’lam, “hidden, concealed”, are
semantically related in Hebrew). But Judaism rejects the concept of a deus absconditus, a
wholly hidden G-d. Instead, G-d reserves a certain domain in which He remains a
perceptible presence. That is the meaning of kadosh, “holy”, namely the space that G-d
has set apart as a constant reminder of the universal truth that ultimately He, not man, is
creator and sovereign. Entering the holy means, for human beings, a renunciation of all

divinely delegated powers. Here G-d rules, not man. Were everything holy, there would

be no room for human freedom and creativity. Were nothing holy, there would be no

198 Rashi to Gen. 1:1.

1 See Maimonides, Guide, 11: 30.

170 See Ex. 23:19, 34:26, Lev. 23:10, Num. 15:20, Deut. 18:4, 26:10.
7! pgalm 111:10.

172 Gen. 1:28, Psalm 115:16.
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place in which man could meet G-d as living presence.!” Thus G-d identifies certain
times, places and people as kadosh, “set apart”. In time, it is the seventh: the seventh day,
Shabbat, the seventh month, Tishri, the seventh — sabbatical — year, and the seventh
septennial cycle — the jubilee . In place, it is the land of Israel; and among peoples, the

children of Israel (“a kingdom of priests and a holy nation™”*

). Israel is the particular
embodiment of the universal truth that to be human is to live under the sovereignty of G-
d.

Another way of stating this is to recall that there are two ways of teaching any
skill, including virtue: by universal rules and by particular examples. Without universal
rules there can be no institutions (from games to societies to human rights and
responsibilities). But without particular examples there can be no learning powerful
enough to fire the imagination (imagine learning music without ever hearing a musician,
or leadership without having seen a leader). The Noahide covenant represents the
universal rules; the people of Israel the particular example — the nation in whose history
and way of life the presence of G-d is peculiarly, uniquely, transparent. What for other
nations is natural (children, a land, laws, freedom, security) in Israel is anything but
natural. Sarah, Rebekah and Rachel are infertile, unable to have children except by a
miracle. Israel suffers repeated exiles. Its laws come from G-d. Its freedom and security
can never be taken for granted. Everything about it points to something beyond it: the G-
d of revelation and redemption, with whom Israel’s relationship defines the course of its
covenantal history.

These two ways of putting it are not identical, but they explain the unique
understanding in Judaism of the relationship between the particular and the universal.
They are not an either/or. To the contrary, it is precisely in and through its particularity
that Israel symbolises the universal condition of mankind. The writer who has best

expressed this idea is the Catholic historian Paul Johnson:

173 As opposed to an inferred presence: prime mover, first cause, the G-d of deism.

7% 1t should be noted that the concept of “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” does not exclude the
existence of priests and holy people outside the children of Israel. What makes Israel different is that they
are called on to be a kingdom each of whose members is like a priest, and a nation all of whom are
summoned to be holy.
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The Jews were not just innovators. They were also exemplars and epitomizers of the
human condition. They seemed to present all the inescapable dilemmas of man in a
heightened and clarified form. They were the quintessential “strangers and sojourners”.
But are we not all such on this planet, of which we possess a mere leasehold of threescore
and ten? . . . It seems to have been the role of the Jews to focus and dramatize these
common experiences of mankind, and to turn their particular fate into a universal

moral.!”

G-d is universal, Torah particular, but it is only through particularity that we come to
understand what it is to be a person, and what it is to have a personal relationship with G-
d. It is through the particularity of his relationship with the children of Israel that G-d
provides mankind with a living example of a nation whose history and way of life testify
to His presence in the world. Israel is to humanity what the Sabbath is to time: “holy”,

that is to say, transparent to the will (revelation) and saving acts (redemption) of G-d.'”°

7> Paul Johnson, 4 History of the Jews, 586.
17 In my book Radical Then, Radical Now (A Letter in the Scroll) I document the impact this discovery had
on three non-Jews: Pascal, Tolstoy and Berdayev.
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12. Difference, Anti-Semitism and the Clash of Civilizations

When civilizations clash, Jews die. So it has been for much of the history of the West.
Why is it that, in one form or another, antisemitism is “the longest hatred”? What, if
anything, does it tell us about the clash of civilizations as a whole?

If we think of antisemitism as a belief, it will remain forever a mystery. It is not a
belief: it is a series of contradictions. In the nineteenth and twentieth century, Jews were
hated because they were rich and because they were poor; because they were capitalists
and because they were communists; because they kept to themselves and because they
infiltrated everywhere; because they believed in an ancient faith and because they were
rootless cosmopolitans who believed nothing. It is not a belief. What then is it?

Hundreds if not thousands of books have been written about the causes of
antisemitism. However the simplest explanation — one that includes all others — was given
in the Book of Esther by Haman, one of the first to attempt genocide against the Jewish
people: “There is,” he said, “a certain people dispersed and scattered among the peoples .
.. whose laws are different from those of all other people.” [105]'”” Antisemitism is the
paradigm case of dislike of the unlike. Jews were hated because they were different.

To be sure, every nation is different. Jews, however, were unusual in the extent to
which they were prepared to fight and if necessary die for the right (and duty) to be
different. Almost alone among peoples, Jews resisted assimilation to the dominant culture
or conversion to the dominant faith. Already in the fourth century, Augustine could not

suppress a note of wonder at this phenomenon:

It is a most notable fact that all the nations subjugated by Rome adopted the heathenish
ceremonies of the Roman worship; while the Jewish nation, whether under pagan or
Christian monarchs, has never lost the sign of their law, by which they are distinguished

from all other nations and peoples.'”™

In a later age, Rousseau wrote more eloquently still:

"7 Esther 3:8.
178 Augustine of Hippo, Reply to Faustus the Manichean, in Frank Talmage (ed.), Disputation and
Dialogue, 31.
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[A]n astonishing and truly unique spectacle is to see an expatriated people, who have had
neither place nor land for nearly two thousand years . . . a scattered people, dispersed
over the world, enslaved, persecuted, scorned by all nations, nonetheless preserving its
characteristics, its laws, its customs, its patriotic love of the early social union, when all
ties with it seem broken. The Jews provide us with an astonishing spectacle: the laws of
Numa, Lycurgus, Solon are dead; the very much older laws of Moses are still alive.
Athens, Sparta, Rome have perished and no longer have children left on earth; Zion,
destroyed, has not lost its children.

They mingle with all the nations and never merge with them; they no longer have
leaders, and are still a nation; they no longer have a homeland, and are always citizens of
it. What must be the strength of legislation capable of working such wonders, capable of
braving conquests, dispersions, revolutions, exiles, capable of surviving the customs,
laws, empires of all the nations, and which finally promises them, by these trials, that it is
going to sustain them all, to conquer the vicissitudes of things human, and to last as long
as the world? . . .

[A]ny man whosoever he is, must acknowledge this as a unique marvel, the
causes of which, divine or human, certainly deserve the study and admiration of the
sages, in preference to all that Greece and Rome offer of what is admirable in the way of

political institutions and human settlements.'”’

Jews were summoned by G-d to many things: to become a kingdom of priests and

a holy nation, to be G-d’s witnesses and the medium through which His light is refracted

to the world. Not least of these challenges, however, was to be different and at the same

time a blessing to humanity as a whole: to be a voice for peace when “ignorant armies

clash at night”, for the sanctity of life in ages of mass bloodshed, for universal literacy

when knowledge became the preserve of an elite, for fidelity at times of promiscuity, for

justice when might usurps right, and for compassion when justice becomes inhumane.

Not the least of its charges, though, has been to represent in its very being the dignity of

difference in ages dominated by empires with universal aspirations. This led to five

confrontations — with the Alexandrian and Roman empires, medieval Christianity and

17 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, unpublished manuscript, in Leon Poliakov, The History of Anti-Semitism,
volume III, 105-5.
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Islam, and the European Enlightenment.'® The first culminated in the brutal reign of
Antiochus IV, the second in the destruction of the Second Temple, the third and fourth in
the religious persecutions of the Middle Ages. The fifth reached its denouement in the
Holocaust.

My argument is simple. Since antisemitism is the paradigm case of hatred of
difference, and since difference (uniqueness, irreplaceability) is essential to our concept
of the person (and thus of the sanctity of human life'®"), an assault on Jews — as on any
religious or ethnic group — is an assault on our humanity. Its cure will only come when
human beings learn not to fear or be threatened by those who are not like us; i.e. when we
learn to respect and recognize the dignity of difference. That is an argument that applies
to Jew and non-Jew alike. Jews cannot consistently claim the right to be different without
respecting the same right in others.'®

There are those, understandably, who believe that antisemitism is inevitable and
incurable and that any attempt to address it (other than self-defence) is destined to failure.
That is not my view. If it were true, it would render all our prayers for peace — and there
is virtually no Jewish prayer that does not end with a prayer for peace — futile and in vain.

Instead I believe with Rav Kook that:

The brotherly love of Esau (=Christianity) and Jacob, of Isaac and Ishmael (=Islam) will
assert itself above all the confusion that the evil brought on by our bodily nature has
engendered . . . The basic reason for the lack of harmony in the world and in Judaism is
that a multiplicity of forces are exerting their influence simultaneously. The old way of
choosing one path and following it patiently can no longer prevail. We have to develop
far beyond this: to embrace all paths and integrate them into a full and secure harmony.

"% These were the civilizations which sought to impose their beliefs and value-systems on others. For that
reason I exclude such regimes as the Ottoman empire, whose millet system, though not a system of equal
rights in the modern sense, none the less granted significant autonomy to the minority groups, Christian and
Jewish, in their midst. There were times when Islamic nations were significantly more tolerant than their
Christian counterparts.

'8! Expressed in the Mishnaic principle (Sanhedrin 4:5 — see above, p.51) that since every human being is
different, a single life is like an entire universe.

'82 This is the principle of middah keneged middah, “As we do to others, so will others do to us.” It is also
known as “measure for measure”, retributive justice, or (in the ethical writings of Kant) the principle of
universalizability.

'8 R. Kook, Iggrot Riyah, 1: 112.

73



A CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS?

I am neither a prophet nor the son of a prophet, but I see in the sustained
onslaught against Israel and the rising global antisemitism — communicated by modern
technology but driven by a hate half as old as time — a clear and present danger to us all.
The assault may begin with Jews but it never ends with Jews. Because, throughout the
ages, Jews have been hated because they were different, and because difference is the
basic condition of our humanity, antisemitism is ultimately an assault on our humanity.

The greatest cure for the hatred of difference is the principle that “the pious of the
nations of the world have a share in the world to come,” meaning that the salvation of
others (and hence their equal rights and dignity) does not depend on their sharing my
faith. That is the single most cogent alternative to “supersessionist” or “replacement”
theology: the idea that one religion can replace, displace or supersede another. That idea
has stained the pages of history with blood shed in the name of G-d. Allied to weapons of
mass destruction, it threatens the future of human life on earth.

In making a covenant with the Jewish people (“the people that dwells alone”) G-d
set two challenges to mankind, one to Jews, the other to the nations in whose midst they
live. G-d asked Jews to have the courage to be different. He asked non-Jews to have the
generosity of spirit to make space for difference. The challenge to both is how, in this
not-yet-messianic age, we can live peaceably together despite our differences.

I leave the last word to Maimonides. One of the greatest clashes of civilizations in
Jewish history was that of the Maccabees against the Seleucid Greeks, commemorated
each year in the festival of Hanukkah. It was, we say in our prayers, a triumph of the few
against the many, the weak over the strong. It allowed Jews to rededicate the Temple and
recover their religious freedom and political sovereignty. So precious is the command to
light lights on Hanukkah that “even if one has no food to eat except what he receives
from charity, one should beg — or sell his garments to buy — oil and lamps, and light
them.”'® The question arises, however, when someone finds him- or herself with only
enough oil for one light on Friday afternoon. Should one light it as a Hanukkah candle or

as a Shabbat light? Maimonides rules as follows:

184 Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Hanukkah 4: 12.
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If such a poor man needs oil for both a Shabbat lamp and a Hanukkah lamp . . . the
Shabbat lamp takes priority, for the sake of peace in the home, seeing that even a Divine
name may be erased to make peace between husband and wife. Great is peace, for the
whole purpose of the Torah is to bring peace to the world, as it is said (Prov. 3:17): “Her

ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace.” [107]'%

The smallest, most domestic form of peace — between husband and wife — takes
precedence over even the greatest victory in war. That is the Judaism I love and teach.
That is the Judaism that, in a tense and dangerous age, has a message of hope for the

world.

135 1bid. 4:14.
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[1] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot haKodesh,
11: 442-443.

When the knowledge of G-d is suffused by a
great love, when it is pervaded by its true
illumination, according to the capacity of each
soul to receive it, there radiates from its
absolute light a love for the world, for all
worlds, for all creatures, on all levels of their
being . . . When these love-possessed people
see the world, especially living creatures full of
quarrels, hatred, persecutions and conflicts,
they yearn with all their being to share in those
aspirations that move life toward
comprehensiveness and unity, peace and
tranquillity. They feel and they know that the
nearness of G-d, for which they yearn, can only
lead them to joining themselves with all and for
the sake of all. When they confront the human
scene, and find divisions among nations,
religions, parties, with goals in conflict, they
endeavour with all their might to bring all
together, to mend and to unite . . . They want
that every particular shall be preserved and
developed, and that the collective whole shall
be united and abounding in peace.

Return to text

SOTIPT MR ,PIP TON PRRS 2MNaN ' [X]
SMN-2%0 "By ,2 10

TINT DR RO ROWI L7237 72082 7 NYT
777 993 W1 93 YW 97V 097,00 NNRT
TR NPT RO ,93991 NRWY 7910 ROw
,0712 D 12 NAIR ,02W NAIR DR 00N
R o i7an i e W a R s e DS Ty i) I a Kinh Ky Bvje

, 702,09 QOKRI1D 3w 19977 2R PN
o7 ,0°7I01 M7 MR ,N1PIVIP Kon o100
D771 922 2°ONNWR DAY 2°ATY on
LOTITRY 027777 122077 DR NI NIDRWA
N2TPW ,2°VT DOWORIA 077 .OMOWY 2RI
X°77, 20w KPR 700K DO OO DOPI19R
7v21 D900 Qv amIARNaR P ank 79°2m

DORXIN , QTR MITW? 2°R2 0w 9937

MIDRWY NIND ,MINT ,2°AY HW NIAD

NX 99%577% ano 92 oU¥ARNN O M7

il thilvRapitls el I (sl ish vl h

X271 TN 1210 99977 ,73°90m) NAw KD
Rahlriivg

[2] Mishneh Torah, Melakhim 12:4.

The sages and prophets did not long for the
days of the Messiah that Israel might exercise
dominion over the world, or rule over the
heathens, or be exalted by the nations, or that it
might eat and drink and rejoice. Their
aspiration was that Israel be free to devote
itself to the Law and its wisdom, with no one to
oppress or disturb it, and thus be worthy of life
in the world to come.
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[3] Jeremiah 29: 4-7.

This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of
Israel, says to all; those I carried into exile
from Jerusalem to Babylon: “Build houses and
settle down; plant gardens and eat what they
produce. Marry and have sons and daughters;
find wives for your sons and give your
daughters in marriage, so that they too may -
have sons and daughters. Increase in number
there; do not decrease. Also, seek the peace and
prosperity of the city to which I have carried
you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, because
if it prospers, you too will prosper.
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[4] B. T. Gittin 61a

Because of the ways of peace one should
support the poor of the gentiles along with the
poor of Israel; visit the sick among the gentiles
as well as the sick of Israel; and provide for the
burial of the poor among the gentiles as well as
the dead of Isracl. Return to text
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[5] Mishnah Gittin 5:8

The poor among the heathens should not be
prevented from gathering gleanings, forgotten
sheaves, and the corner of the field, because of
the ways of peace.
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[6] I Kings 8: 43-41.

As for the foreigner who does not belong to
Your people Israel but has come from a distant
land because of your name — for men will hear
of your great name and your mighty hand and
your outstretched arm — when he comes and
prays towards this Temple, then hear from
heaven, your dwelling place, and do whatever
the foreigner asks of you so that all the peoples
of the earth may know your name and fear you,
as do your own people Israel, and may know
that this house bears your name.
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[7] 2 Kings 5: 15-19.

Then Naaman and all his attendants went back
to the man of G-d. He stood before him and
said, “Now I know that there is no G-d in all
the world except in Israel. Please accept now a
gift from your servant.” The prophet answered,
“As surely as the Lord lives, whom I serve, |
will not accept a thing.” And even though
Naaman urged him, he refused. “If you will
not”, said Naaman, “please let me, your
servant, be given as much earth as a pair of
mules can carry, for your servant will never
again make sacrifices to any other god but the
Lord. But may the Lord forgive your servant
for this one thing: When my master enters the
temple of Rimmon to bow down and he is
leaning on my arm and I bow there also — when
I bow down in the temple of Rimmon, may the
Lord forgive your servant for this.” “Go in
peace,” Elisha said.
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[8] Amos 9: 7

“Are not the Israelites to me as the Cushites?”
declares the Lord. “Did I not bring Israel up
from Egypt, the Philistines from Caphtor and
the Arameans from Kir?”
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[9] Isaiah 19: 19-25.

In that day there will be an altar to the Lord in
the heart of Egypt, and a monument to the Lord
at its border. It will be a sign and witness to the
Lord Almighty in the land of Egypt. When they
cry out to the Lord because of their oppressors,
He will send them a saviour and defender, and
He will rescue them . . .

In that day there will be a highway from Egypt
to Assyria. The Assyrians will go to Egypt and
the Egyptians to Assyria. The Egyptians and
Assyrians will worship together. In that day
Israel will be the third, along with Egypt and
Assyria, a blessing on earth. The Lord
Almighty will bless them, saying, ‘Blessed be
Egypt my people, Assyria my handiwork, and
Israel my inheritance.’
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[10] Malachi 1: 11-12

From the rising to the setting of the sun [i.e.
from east to west] my name is great among the
nations. Everywhere incense and pure offerings
are offered in my name, for my name is great
among the nations, says the Lord of Hosts. But
you profane it . . .”
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[11] Genesis 17: 20

As for Ishmael” [G-d said to Abraham], “I have
heard you: I will bless him; I will make him
fruitful and will greatly increase his numbers.
He will be the father of twelve rulers, and I will
make him into a great nation.”
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[12] Deuteronomy 2: 4-5

Give the people these orders: “You are about to
pass through the territory of your brothers the
descendants of Esau, who live in Seir. They
will be afraid of you, but be very careful. Do
not provoke them to war, for I will not give you
any of their land, not even enough to put a foot
on. I have given Esau the hill country of Seir as
his own.”
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[13] Deuteronomy 23: 8
Do not abhor an Edomite, for he is your brother
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[14] Isaiah 42:6

I, the Lord, have called you in righteousness; |
will take hold of your hand. I will keep you and
will make you to be a covenant for the people
and a light for the nations.
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[15] Isaiah 49:6

And He said: “It is too small a thing for you to
be My servant, to restore the tribes of Jacob
and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I
will also make you a light for the gentiles, that
you may bring My salvation to the ends of the
earth.”
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[16] Shemot Rabbah 19:4

The Holy One declares no creature unfit, but
receives all. The gates of mercy are open at all
times, and he who wishes to enter may enter.
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[17] B. T. Baba Kamma 38a

R. Meir said: What is the proof that even a
gentile who occupies himself with Torah is like
a high priest? Scripture says, “With which if a
man occupy himself, he shall live by them”
(Lev. 18:5). It does not say, “A priest, a Levite,
an Israelite,” but, “A man.” Hence you may
infer that even a non-Jew who occupies himself
with Torah is like a high priest.
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[18] Sifra Leviticus 86b

R. Jeremiah used to say: What is the proof that
even a gentile who keeps the Torah is like a
high priest? The verse “Which if a man do, he
shall live by them.” . . . Thus even a gentile
who keeps the Torah is like a high priest.
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[19] Eliyahu Rabbah, 10

[The prophet Elijah said]: I call heaven and
earth to witness that whether it be Jew or
gentile, man or woman, manservant or
maidservant, the holy spirit will rest on each in
proportion to the deeds he or she performs.
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[20] Bamidbar Rabbah 8:2

“The Lord loves the righteous.” Says the Holy
One, blessed be He, “They love Me and I love
them also.” And why does the Holy One,
blessed be He, love the righteous? Because
their righteousness is not a matter of heritage or
family. You will find that priests form a
father’s house . . . Therefore a man may wish to
become a priest and yet he cannot; he may wish
to become a Levite and yet he cannot. Why?
Because his father was not a priest or a Levite.
But if a man, even a gentile, wishes to be
righteous, he can do so, because the righteous
do not form a house. Therefore it is said, “Ye
that fear the Lord bless ye the Lord.” It is not
said, “the house of those that fear the Lord” but
“ye that fear the Lord”, for they form no
father’s house. Of their own free will, they
have come forward and loved the Holy One,
blessed be He, and that is why He loves them.
This is what is meant by the words, “The Lord
loves the righteous.”
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[21] Yalkut Isaiah 429

Your priests are clothed with righteousness”
(Ps. 132:9). These are the righteous of the
nations of the world, such as Antoninus and his
companions, who in this world are as priests
for the Holy One.
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[22] Mishneh Torah, Shmittah veYovel,
13:13.

Not only the tribe of Levi but every single
individual from among the world’s inhabitants
whose spirit moved him and whose intelligence
gave him the understanding to withdraw from
the world in order to stand before G-d to serve
and minister to Him, to know G-d, and he
walked upright in the manner in which G-d
made him, shaking off from his neck the yoke
of the manifold contrivances which men seek —
behold, this person has been totally consecrated
and G-d will be his portion and inheritance for
ever and ever.
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[23] Maimonides, Letter to Hasdai haLevi

As to your question about the nations, know
that the Lord desires the heart, and that the
intention of the heart is the measure of all
things. That is why our sages say, “The pious
among the nations have a share in the world to
come”, namely, if they have acquired what can
be acquired of the knowledge of G-d, and if
they ennoble their souls with worthy qualities.
There is no doubt that every man who ennobles
his soul with excellent morals and wisdom
based on the faith in G-d, certainly belongs to
those destined for the world to come. That is
why our sages said, “Even a non-Jew who
studies the Torah of our teacher Moses is like a
high priest.”
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[24] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Iggrot
haRayah, 1,64 (p.70).

I have already written in my letters that from
the perspective of select individuals, we know
no distinction between peoples and languages
and “a non-Jew who studies Torah is like a
high priest.”
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[25] Tosefta Sanhedrin 13:2.

Rabbi Eliezer said that none of the gentiles has
a portion in the world to come, as it says, “The
wicked will return to Sheol, all the nations who
have forgotten G-d” (Psalms 9:18). Rabbi
Joshua said that if Scripture had stated, “The
wicked will return to Sheol [namely]: all the
gentiles,” and was thereafter silent, it would
agree with your interpretation. However, since
Scripture states, “who have forgotten G-d,” it
teaches that there are righteous among the
nations, and they do have a portion in the world
to come.”
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[26] B. T. Avodah Zarah 64b

Who is a resident alien? Whoever, in the
presence of three rabbis, obligates himself not
to worship idols. This is the opinion of Rabbi
Meir. But the sages say, whoever obligates
himself to keep the seven commandments
binding on the descendants of Noah. Others say
... who is a resident alien? Whoever eats non-
kosher meat but who obligates himself to
uphold all the commandments in the Torah
except the prohibition of eating non-kosher
meat.
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[27] Mishneh Torah Melakhim 8: 11

A non-Jew who accepts the seven
commandments and observes them
scrupulously is one of the “pious of the nations
of the world” and will have a portion in the
world to come, provided that he accepts them
and performs them because the Holy One
blessed be He commanded them in the Torah
and made known through Moses our teacher
that their observance had been enjoined on the
descendants of Noah even before the Torah
was given. But if his observance of the
commands is based on a reasoned conclusion
he is not deemed a resident alien or one of the
pious of the nations, but one of their sages.
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[28] Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer, New York, 1934,
121.

When does this apply? When [gentiles] keep
[the seven Noahide laws] and say [that they do
so] because G-d thus commanded our ancestor
Noah. However, if they keep them, saying, we
do so because we heard it from someone else,
or because that is what reason dictates . . . they
receive their reward only in this world [not the
next].
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[29] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Iggrot Rayah,
I, 89.

I incline to the view that the intention of
Maimonides when he writes that [the pious will
have] “a share in the world to come”, is to a
low level [of spirituality], even though this too
is a great good. However, since even the
wicked and ignorant of Israel also have such a
share [in the afterlife], this represents a
relatively low level in the hierarchy of spiritual
achievement. Maimonides himself holds that
intellectual achievements represent a higher
form of human flourishing than moral
behaviour, and therefore holds that acquiring
share in the world to come characterizes
specifically the “pious” of the nations, namely
those who have not mastered the intellect but
have simply accepted faith in the innocence of
the promptings of the heart, and thus conduct
themselves uprightly, having accepted the
[seven Noahide] commandments as having
been given by G-d. However, one who reaches
the same conclusion through the use of reason
is truly “wise in heart and full of
understanding” and is regarded as “one of their
sages” because the virtue of wisdom is very
great. It was therefore not necessary to say that
he [the sage] has a share in the world to come,
for he stands at the level of holiness, which
calls for a higher expression than “he has a
share in the world to come”.
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[30] Sifrei, Deut. 343.

When the Holy One, blessed be He, revealed
himself to give the Torah to Israel, he revealed
himself not only to Israel but to all the other
nations as well.
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[31] Tanchuma, Buber, Shemot 22.

“And all the people saw the voices” (Ex.
20:14). Since there was only one voice, why
“voices” in the plural? Because G-d’s voice
mutated into seven voices, and the seven voices
into seventy languages, so that all the nations
might hear it.”
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[32] B. T. Shabbat 88b

R.Yochanan asked: What is implied in ‘The
Lord gave the word; great was the company of
those that published it” (Ps. 68:12)? That each
and every word that issued from the mouth of
the Almighty divided itself into seventy
languages. Accordingly, citing the verse “As a
hammer that breaks the rock in pieces” (Jer. 23:
29), the school of R. Ishmael taught: Just as a
hammer that strikes a rock causes sparks to fly
off in all directions, so each and every word
that issued from the mouth of the Holy One
divided itself into seventy languages.”
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[33] Leviticus 26: 44-45

Yet in spite of this, when they are in the land of
their enemies, I will not reject them or abhor
them so as to destroy them, breaking My
covenant with them. I am the Lord their G-d.
But for their sake I will remember the covenant
with their ancestors whom I brought out of the
land of Egypt in the sight of the nations to be
their G-d. I am the Lord.
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[34] Jeremiah 31: 35-36.

This is what the Lord says,

He who appoints the sun to shine by day,
Who decrees the moon and stars to shine by
night,

Who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar —
The Lord Almighty is His name:

“Only if these decrees vanish from My sight,”
declares the Lord,

“will the descendants of Israel ever cease to be
a nation before Me.”
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[35] Saadia Gaon, Emunot veDe’ot, Book
II1:7.

Our nation, the children of Israel, is a nation
only by virtue of its laws. Since, then, the
Creator has stated that the Jewish nation was
destined to exist as long as heaven and earth
exist, its laws would, of necessity, have to
endure as long as would heaven and earth.
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[36] Maimonides, Responsa, 448

These Muslims [Ishmaelim] are not in any way
idolators. [Idolatry] has already been removed
from their mouths and their hearts, and they
unify G-d in the appropriate manner without
any admixture [of idolatrous beliefs].
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Mishneh Torah, Forbidden Foods, 11:7

A resident alien [ger toshav], namely one who

has accepted the seven [Noahide] commands . .

. and similarly, any non-Jew who does not
serve idols, such as the Ishmaelites
[=Muslims], though their wine may not be
drunk, it is permitted to benefit from it.
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[37] Maimonides, Responsa, 149

It is permitted to teach the commandments to
Christians and to draw them close to our
religion . . . because they believe in the text of
the Torah [as we have received it, and do not
argue] that it has changed, through they
frequently interpret it differently . . .
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[38] Meiri, Bet Habechirah, Avodah Zarah,
53

It has already been stated that these things
[laws relating to gentiles] were said concerning
periods when there existed nations of idolaters,
and they were contaminated in their deeds and
tainted in their dispositions . . . but other
nations, which are restrained by the ways of
religion and which are free from such
blemishes of character — on the contrary, they
even punish such deeds — are, without doubt,
exempt from this prohibition.
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[39] Be’er haGolah to Choshen Mishpat
425:5.

The rabbis of the Talmud meant by the term
‘idolators’ the pagans who lived in their time,
who worshipped the stars and the constellations
and did not believe in the Exodus from Egypt
and in the creation of the world out of nothing.
But the nations under whose benevolent
shadow we, the Jewish nation, are exiled and
are dispersed among them, they do believe in
the creation of the world out of nothing and the
Exodus from Egypt and in the essentials of
faith, and their whole intention is toward the
Maker of heaven and earth, as other authorities
have said . . . these nations do believe in all of
this.
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[40] Introduction to R. Jonathan
Eybeschuetz, Kreti uPleti

The Christian nations among whom we live,
generally observe the principles of justice and
righteousness, believe in the creation of the
world and the existence and providence of G-d,
and in the Law of Moses and the prophets, and
oppose the Sadducean view that denies the
resurrection of the dead and the immortality of
the soul. Therefore it is fitting to be thankful to
them, to praise and extol them, and to bring
upon them blessings and not, G-d forbid,
curses.
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[41] R. Israel Lipschutz, Tiferet Yisrael to
Avot 3:17.

R. Elazar ben Azaryah said, “If there is no
Torah there is no culture [derekh eretz]” — The
word “Torah” here cannot be meant literally,
since there are many ignorant people who have
not learned it, and many pious among the
gentiles who do not keep the Torah and yet are
ethical and people of culture. Rather, the
correct interpretation seems to me to be that
every people has its own religion [dat Eloki]
which comprises three foundational principles,
[a] belief in a revealed Torah, [b] belief in
[Divine] reward and punishment, and [c] belief
in an afterlife (they disagree merely on the
interpretation of these principles). These three
principles are what is called here “Torah”.
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[42] R. Jacob Emden, Seder Olam Rabbah
ve-Zuta, Appendix.

The writers of the Gospels never meant to say
that the Nazarene came to abolish Judaism, but
only that he came to establish a new religion
for the Gentiles from that time onward. Nor
was it new, but actually ancient; they being the
Seven commandments of the sons of Noah,
which were forgotten. The Apostles of the
Nazarene established them anew . .. Itis
therefore a habitual saying of mine . . . that the
Nazarene brought about a double kindness in
the world. On the one hand, he strengthened
the Torah of Moses majestically, as mentioned
earlier, and not one of our sages spoke out
more emphatically concerning the immutability
of the Torah. And on the other hand he did
much good for the gentiles . . . by doing away
with idolatry and removing the images from
their midst. He obligated them with the seven
commandments . . . and also bestowed on them
ethical ways, and in this respect he was much
more stringent with them than the Torah of
Moses, as is well known.
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[43] Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Melakhim
11

But it is beyond the human mind to fathom the
designs of the Creator; for our ways are not His
ways, nor are our thoughts His thoughts. All
these matters relating to Jesus of Nazareth and
the Ishmaelite (Mohammed) who came after
him, only served to clear the way for King
Messiah, to prepare the whole world to worship
G-d with one accord, as it is written, “For then
I will turn to the peoples a pure language, that
they may all call upon the name of the Lord to
serve Him with one consent (Zeph. 3:9). Thus
the Messianic hope, the Torah, and the
commandments have become familiar topics —
topics of conversation [among the inhabitants]
of the far isles and many peoples,
uncircumcised of heart and flesh. They are
discussing these matters and the
commandments of the Torah.
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[44] Abarbanel, Commentary to Deut. 4.

There is no doubt that this was the most
powerful of providential acts that G-d brought
about so that the Torah should not be lost
completely. For when He foresaw the long
duration of this great exile [of the Jewish
people], He saw that if we [Jews] were to live
among the idolatrous cultures of antiquity, who
had neither heard of the Torah nor witnessed its
greatness, then Torah would soon be forgotten .
.. That is why [G-d] prepared the cure before
the disease by exiling [Jewry] among nations
who supported [the Torah], and in this way the
Torah was sustained by us during this long
exile. For as we see with our eyes, these
nations [i.e. the Christian and Islamic countries
of the Middle Ages] acknowledge the truth [of
the Torah] and hold it in high regard, and there
is no difference [between them and us] except
in their understanding of it. Because of this the
Torah remains strong and enduring among us.
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[45] B.T. Shabbat 75a.

R. Shimon b. Pazzi said in the name of R.
Joshua ben Levi on the authority of Bar
Kappara: He who knows how to calculate the
cycles and planetary courses but does not, of
him Scripture says, “but they regard not the
work of the Lord, neither have they considered
the work of his hands” (Isaiah 5:12). R. Shmuel
b. Nachmani said in the name of R. Johanan:
How do we know that it is a religious
obligation to calculate the cycles and planetary
courses? Because it is written, “For this is your
wisdom and understanding in the sight of the
peoples” (Deut. 4:6). What is wisdom and
understanding in the sight of the peoples? It is
the science of cycles and planets.
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[46] B.T. Berakhot 58a

Our rabbis taught: on seeing the sages of Israel
one should say: Blessed be He who has
imparted of His wisdom to them that fear Him.
On seeing sages of the nations, one says,
Blessed be He who has imparted of His
wisdom to his creatures.
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[47] Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed I:
34

Consequently, he who wishes to attain to
human perfection must therefore first study
logic, next the various branches of mathematics
in their proper order, then physics, and lastly
metaphysics.
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[48] Mishneh Torah, Talmud Torah 1: 11-
12.

The time allotted to study [of Torah] should be
divided into three parts. A third should be
devoted to the Written Law, a third to the Oral
Law, and the remaining third to . . . Talmud . . .
The subjects known as Pardes are included in
Talmud.
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[49] Maimonides, Commentary to Mishnah
Avot 1:2,

[When Shimon ha-Tzaddik says that “The
world rests on three things: on Torah, worship
and acts of kindness”] he means madda which
is Torah.
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[50] Mishneh Torah, Deot 2:4.

One should always cultivate the habit of
silence, and only converse on topics of wisdom
[chokhmah] or on matters essential to one’s
existence.
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[51] Mishneh Torah, Issurei Biah 22: 21

Above all this [marrying young and avoiding
drink and frivolity, so as not to be tempted into
sexual misconduct] as the sages have declared,
a man should direct his mind and thoughts to
the words of Torah and enlarge his
understanding with wisdom [chokhmah], for
unchaste thoughts prevail only in a heart
devoid of wisdom, and of wisdom it is said, “A
lovely hind and a graceful doe.”
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[52] Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed
I11: 54

A person who has a true knowledge of the Law
is called wise [chakham] in a double sense: he
is wise because the Law instructs him in the
highest truths, and secondly because it teaches
him good morals. But as the truths contained in
the Law are taught by way of tradition, not by a
philosophical method, the knowledge of the
Law, and the acquisition of true wisdom, are
treated in the books of the sages as two
different things: real wisdom demonstrates by
proof those truths which Scripture teaches by
way of tradition. It is to this kind of wisdom,
which proves the truth of the Law, that
Scripture refers to when it extols wisdom and
speaks of the high value of this perfection.
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[53] Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Yesodei
haTorah 2:2

This G-d, honoured and revered, it is our duty
to love and fear . . . And what is the way that
will lead to the love of Him and the fear of
Him? When a person contemplates His great
and wondrous works and creatures, and from
them obtains a glimpse of His wisdom which is
incomparable and infinite, he will straightaway
love Him, praise Him glorify Him and long
with an exceeding longing to know His great
name . . . And when he ponders these matters,
he will recoil frightened, and realize that he is a
small creature, lowly and obscure, endowed
with a slight and slender intelligence, standing
in the presence of Him who is perfect in
knowledge.
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[54] R. Ben Zion Uziel, Hegyonei Uziel, vol.
2,127

The settlement of the world [yishuvo shel olam]
in its many ramifications is a precondition and
vital need for our attaining our proper way of
life. In the settlement and building of the world
knowledge is increased. In our knowledge of
the mysteries of nature, our eyes are opened to
new and very wide horizons, from which we
will awaken and announce the wonders of the
G-d, the Creator of the universe, and the ways
of His wondrous and hidden providence, all of
which are love, justice, kindness and
compassion.
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[55] R. Zadok haCohen, Tzidkat ha-Tzaddik,
92.

Every day there are new interpretations of
Torah, because every day, continually, G-d
“renews the work of creation”. Since the world
was created according to the Torah . . .
presumably, the renewal of the world comes
about through new aspects of Torah. That is
why, after the blessing [in the morning prayers]
“creator of the heavenly lights” which speaks
about the daily renewal of creation, the sages
instituted a second blessing which is a form of
blessing over the Torah . . . in which we ask to
know the new interpretations of Torah which
come about through the new aspects of
creation. (This is in accordance with an idea I
heard, namely that [in the beginning] G-d
wrote a book, the universe, and a commentary
to the book, namely the Torah, because the
Torah explains the possessions of G-d among
creation).
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[56] Lamentations Rabbah 2:13

Should a person tell you there is wisdom
[chokhmah] among the nations, believe it, as it
is written “Shall I not in that day, says the
Lord, destroy the wise men out of Edom, and
discernment out of the mouth of Esau? (Obad.
8). But if he tells you that there is Torah among
the nations, do not believe it, because it is
written, “Her king and her princes are among
the nations where Torah is no more.
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[57] B. T. Megillah 16a

Whoever, among the nations of the world, says
a wise thing is called wise
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[58] B.T. Pesachim 94b

The sages of Israel maintain: the sun travels
beneath the sky by day and above the sky by
night, while the sages of the nations say: It
travels beneath the sky by day and below the
earth at night. Said Rabbi: And their view is
preferable to ours, for the wells are cold by day
but warm at night.
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[59] Guide for the Perplexed, II: 11.

We have already mentioned that these theories
(scientific and philosophical) are not opposed
to anything taught by our prophets and our
sages. Our community is a community full of
knowledge and perfection . . . But when wicked
barbarians deprived us of our possessions, put
an end to our science and literature, and killed
our wise men, we became ignorant [in these
matters]. This was foretold by the prophets as a
consequence of our sins, as Scripture says:
“The wisdom of their wise men shall perish,
and the prudence of their prudent men shall be
hid” (Isaiah 29: 14) . . . Having been brought
up among persons untrained in philosophy, we
are inclined to consider these philosophical
opinions as foreign to our religion, just as
uneducated persons find them foreign to their
own notions. But, in fact, it is not so.
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[60] Bereishith Rabbah 34:10

Antoninus asked Rabbi [R. Judah haNasi]:
When is the soul planted in human beings? He
[Rabbi] replied: When it leaves its mother’s
womb. Antoninus objected: Leave meat
without salt for three days, and will it not
putrefy? Rather, when his destiny is
determined. Our teacher agreed with him, for
Scripture supports him: “All the while the
breath is in me, and the spirit of G-d is in my
nostrils” (Job 27:3), while it is written, “And

Your providence has preserved my spirit” (ibid.

10:12); hence, when did You place the soul in
me? When You determined my fate.
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[61] Bereishith Rabbah 79:7

R Hiyya the Elder and R. Shimon bar Halafta
forgot the meaning of several words in the
Aramaic version of Scripture and went to a
marketplace of Arabs [who spoke Nabatean] to
learn from them. They heard a man who meant
to say to his companion, “Place this burden on
me,” say instead, “Place this yehav on me.”
From this they concluded that yehav means
“burden,” as in the verse, “Cast yehavekha (thy
burden) upon the Lord and He will sustain
you” (Psalm 55: 23). Then again, they heard a
man who wished to say to his companion,
“Why do you tread (mevasseh) on me?” say
instead, “Why do you meassah on me.” They
accordingly interpreted the verse “Ve-assotem
(You shall tread down) the wicked” (Mal.
3:21). They then heard a woman say to her
companion, “Come and bathe,” and receive the
reply, “I am galmudah,” meaning
“menstruating.” They accordingly interpreted
the verse, “Seeing I have been bereaved and
galmudah” (Isa. 49:21). They then heard
another woman who meant to say to her
companion, “Come, raise your lament,” say,
“Come, raise your /ivyah.” They accordingly
interpreted the verse, “Who are ready to raise
their livyah” (Job 3:8) . . .
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[62] Y. T. Megillah 2:2

“R. Honi said: The sages did not know what
the words serugin, haloglogot, and matate
meant, nor which is to be deferred to — one
greater in wisdom or one greater in years. They
decided: Let us go and inquire at the house of
Rabbi [Yehudah ha-Nasi]. When they got
there, one said to the other, “Let so-and-so go
in first.” “No, let so-and-so go in first.” A
maidservant of Rabbi’s household came out
and said, “Enter according to your seniority in
years.” They began entering at intervals. So she
asked them, “Why are you entering serugin,
serugin?” Among them was a young man
carrying purslane, which fell from his hand.
The maidservant said to him, “Young man,
your haloglogot has scattered all over. I will
bring a matate.” And she brought a broom [and
swept it up].”
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[63] R. Yosef ibn Aknin (a disciple of
Maimonides), Commentary to Shir ha-
Shirim, 495

In his book Hameassef, Rabbenu Hai Gaon of
blessed memory made use of the work of the
Arabs . . . and he also used a stanza from a love
song to clarify a saying of our rabbis of blessed
memory . . . He also quotes the Koran and the
Hadith. And so did R. Saadia Gaon of blessed
memory before him in his Arabic
commentaries, and for this reason the sages
said, “Whoever says a word of wisdom, even
among the nations of the world, is called a
sage” . .. and in this connection the Nagid,
after citing many Christian explanations,
recounts . . . that R. Hai Gaon instructed R.
Matzliach ben Albassek, the dayan of Sicily, to
go to the head of the Christian church [the
Nestorian patriarch] to ask him what he knew
regarding the interpretation of a biblical verse,
whose meaning was in doubt. When he saw
that R. Matzliach was reluctant to go, he
rebuked him and said, “Our ancestors and
pious predecessors would ask the adherents of
other faiths, and even shepherds, as is known,
for guidance on the meaning or explanation of
a word.”
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[64] B.T. Megillah 9b

May G-d endow Japheth with beauty, and may
it dwell in the tents of Shem” (Gen. 9:27) —
may the beauty of Japheth [=Greece] dwell in
the tents of Shem.
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[65] Bereishith Rabbah 16:4

R. Huna said: The kingdom of Greece excels
the wicked kingdom (of Rome) in three
matters: in laws, in keeping records, and in
oratorical style.
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[66] Bereishith Rabbah 9:13

“And behold, it is very good” (Gen. 1:31). R.
Shimon ben Lakish said: The words, “Behold,
it is very good” refer to the kingdom of heaven;
the words “And behold, it is very good” refer
to the kingdom of the Romans. Why is the
kingdom of the Romans called “very good”?
Because it endeavours to protect the wronged,
as it says, “I, even I, have made the earth and
created Edom [=Rome] uponiit...I
summoned him to execute righteousness”
(Isaiah 45:12-13).
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[67] B. T. Berakhot 8b.

R. Akiva said: I like the Medes for three things:
when they cut meat, they cut it only on the
table; when they kiss, they kiss only the back
of the hand; when they hold counsel, they do so
only in the field. Rabban Gamliel said: I like
the Persians for three things: they are temperate
in their eating, modest in the privy, and
restrained in sexual matters.
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[68] Devarim Rabbah 1: 15

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said: No one
honoured his fathers as I honoured my fathers,
but I found that Esau honoured his father even
more than I honoured mine.
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[69] B. T. Kiddushin 31a

When R. Ulla was asked, “How far should one
go in honouring one’s father and mother?”” he
replied, “Go and see what a certain heathen
named Dama ben Netinah did for his father in
Ashkelon. Once, the sages sought some
merchandise from him involving a profit to him
of sixty myriads [of gold dinars]. But the key to
where the merchandise was kept was under his
[sleeping] father’s pillow, and he would not
disturb him.”

R. Judah said in the name of Samuel:
When R. Eliezer was asked, “How far should
one go in honouring one’s father and mother?”
he replied, “Go and see what a certain heathen
named Dama ben Netinah did for his father in
Ashkelon. Once, the sages sought some
precious stones from him for the ephod at a
profit to him of sixty myriads [of gold dinars].
But the key to where the stones were kept was
under his [sleeping] father’s pillow, and he
would not disturb him.”

The following year, however, the Holy
One, blessed be He, gave him his reward. A red
heifer was born to him in his herd. When the
sages of Israel visited him [intending to buy it],
he said to them, “I know about you. Even if
were to ask all the money in the world, you
would pay me. But all I ask of you is the
amount I lost because I honoured my father.”

R. Hanina said: If one who is not
commanded [to honour his parents] and
nevertheless does is rewarded thus, how much
more by far one who is commanded and does
SO.
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[70] Avot 4:1

Ben Zoma said: Who is wise? One who learns
from all people.
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[71] Maimonides, Eight Chapters,
Introduction

Know that the things about which we shall
speak in these chapters . . . are not matters
invented on my own nor explanations I have
originated. Indeed, they are matters gathered
from the discourse of the sages in the Midrash,
the Talmud and other compositions of theirs, as
well as from the discourse of both the ancient
and the modern philosophers and from the
compositions of many men. Accept the truth
from whoever says it. Sometimes I have taken a
complete passage from the text of a famous
book. Now there is nothing wrong with that,
for I do not attribute to myself what someone
who preceded me said. We hereby
acknowledge this, and shall not indicate that
“so-and-so said” and “so-and-so said”, since
that would be useless prolixity. Moreover,
identifying the name of such an individual
might make the passage offensive to someone
without experience and make him think it has
an evil inner meaning of which he is not aware.
Consequently, I saw fit to omit the author’s
name, since my goal is to be useful to the
reader.
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[72] Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Kiddush
haChodesh 17:24

With respect to the principle which governs all
these calculations [in relation to the calendar],
why we have to add or deduct certain figures,
how all these matters became known and the
proof for each of them — this is the science of
astronomy and mathematics about which the
Greek philosophers composed many books
which are still today in the possession of
contemporary philosophers/scientists . . . Since
all these matters have been established by clear
demonstrations in which there are no fallacies,
demonstrations which no one can refute, we
have no concern with who the author of them
was, or whether he was a prophet [of Israel] or
a gentile. Fore in the case of any claim whose
principles have been exposed [to scrutiny] and
whose truth has been established by sound
proofs in which there is no fallacy, we rely on
the person who has set it forth or taught it only
to the extent that his claim has been
unequivocally demonstrated and its principles
stand up to our scrunity.
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[73] R. Avraham ben ha-Rambam, Maamar
al Drashot Chazal

We should not claim about Aristotle that —
since he was the supreme master of philosophy
and established valid proofs of the existence of
the Creator, blessed be He, and other truths
which he demonstrated or found in his
encounter with the way of truth — he was also
correct in his views that matter is eternal, that
G-d does not know particulars, and other such
ideas. Nor should we reject his ideas in toto,
arguing that since he was mistaken on some
matters, he was mistaken on all. Rather, it is
incumbent on us, as on all understanding and
wise people, to examine each proposition on its
merits, affirming what it is right to affirm,
rejecting what it is right to reject, and
withholding judgment on what is not yet
proven, regardless of who said it.
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[74] R. Chayyim ibn Attar, Ohr haChayyim
to Exodus 18: 21

It seems to me that the reason was that G-d
wished to show the children of Israel of that
and subsequent generations that there exist in
the [other] nations people of great
understanding and discernment, the proof being
Yisro’s discernment in his advice as to how to
construct a social order . . . The intention was
to show that G-d did not choose Israel because
they had greater discernment and intellect than
other people — Yisro being the proof -- but
because of G-d’s grace and His love of the
patriarchs . . . This is all the more so according
to the view that the episode took place before
the giving of the Torah, G-d wishing thereby to
convey that, although there are more sages
among the nations than in Israel, none the less
it was us whom G-d chose and brought close to
Him.
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[75] Tiferet Yisrael to Avot 3:14.

We find that many of the pious [of the nations]
did more than recognize the Creator, and
believe in the divine revelation of Torah, and
perform acts of kindness to the Jewish people,
but also conferred benefit on humanity as a
whole. Among them were [Edward] Jenner
who discovered [smallpox] vaccine, thus
saving tens of thousands of people from
sickness, death and disfigurement; [Sir Francis]
Drake who brought the potato to Europe, thus
mitigating famine on several occasions; and
[Johannes] Gutenberg who invented printing.
Some of them were not rewarded in this world
at all, like [Johannes] Reuchlin who risked
death to prevent the burning of Talmuds . . .
and died, heartbroken, in poverty. Is it possible
to imagine that these great deeds went
unrewarded in the world to come. G-d forbid!
Surely we know that the Holy One, blessed be
He, does not withhold the reward of any
creature . . . The advantage of the [other]
nations over Israel is that they, through their
own free choice and efforts made themselves —
and this is certainly a greater [human]
achievement than Israel, who were led toward
perfection by the force of G-d and who
therefore cannot claim the credit for what G-d
did for them in the merit of their ancestors.
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[75a] Responsa Ateret Paz, Even ha-Ezer 5

As a footnote to the previous source I have
added the following responsum, which deals
with the command of /o techanem (Deut. 7:2),
understood by the sages to include a
prohibition against praising idolatrous cultures
or individuals (see Rashi to Deut. 7:2, B. T.
Avodah Zarah 20a, Y.T. Avodah Zarah ch.1,
Maimonides, Avodat Kochavim 10:4). It
concludes, on the basis of many sources, that
the prohibition is restricted to idolatrous
cultures, and does not apply to any others.
Needless to say, there are contrary views
within the responsa literature.
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[76] Shemot Rabbah 1: 26.

This is the reward for doers of kindness:
Although Moses had many names, the only
name by which he is known throughout the
Torah is the one given to him by Bityah, the
daughter of Pharaoh. Even the Holy One,
blessed be He, did not call him by any other
name.
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[77] Vayikra Rabbah 1:3.

Said the Holy One blessed be He, to Bityah,
daughter of Pharaoh: “Moses was not your son,
yet you called him your son. You, too, are not
my daughter, but I shall call you My daughter.”
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[78] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot, p. 152,
para. 2.

The Holy One, blessed be He, dealt charitably
with his world by not putting all the talents in
one place, not in any one man or in any one
nation, not in any one country, not in one
generation or in one world; but the talents are
scattered . . . The store of the special treasure of
the world is laid up in Israel. But in order, in a
general sense, to unite the world with them,
certain talents have to be absent from Israel so
that they may be completed by the rest of the
world and the princes of the nations.
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[79] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot
haKodesh, vol. 3, 15.

Because that which connects human thought
and feeling with the infinite and all-surpassing
Divine light must [be refracted into] a
multiplicity of colours, therefore every people
and society must have a different spiritual way
of life.
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[80] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, manuscript,
collection 5, 76b

Faith has a natural content and a cognitive one .
.. In its cognitive mode, it is full of intellectual
breadth, and because of this it is crowned with
great love and tolerance. It knows cognitively
that the yearning for G-d and the higher
perfection it seeks is rich in colours, to the
point that it can be clothed in different garbs,
even in opposing descriptions, and is above all
contradiction and opposition.
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[81] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Arpelei Tohar,
46

How then shall a person achieve a sense of the
Divine greatness in such a way that the
essential form of spiritual beauty is not
confused but enlarged? Through the
enlargement of one’s cognitive powers and the
liberation of imagination and visionary scope
by increasing one’s knowledge of the world
and of life and the richness of one’s feeling for
all that exists. Therefore it is necessary to study
all the wisdoms in the world, all ways of life,
all different cultures, along with the ethical
systems and religions of all peoples and
languages, so that, with greatness of soul, one
will know how to purify them all.
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[82] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, manuscript

Narrowness of sympathy, which causes one to
see in everything outside the boundary of one
particular people, even if that people is the
people of Israel, only ugliness and impurity, is
one of the most terrible sources of darkness,
and causes general destruction to every good
spiritual construction, to whose light every
refined soul looks forward.
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[83] R. Ben Zion Uziel, Hegyonei Uziel, vol.
2,127

Each country and each nation which respects
itself, does not and cannot be satisfied with its
narrow boundaries and limited domains; rather,
they desire to bring in all that is good and
beautiful, that is helpful and glorious to their
national [cultural] treasure. And they wish to
give the maximum flow of their own blessings
to the treasury of humanity as a whole. [Each
self-respecting nation desires] to establish a
link of love and friendship among all nations,
for the enrichment of the human storehouse of
intellectual and ethical ideas and for the
uncovering of the secrets of nature. Happy is
the country and happy the nation that can give
itself an accounting of what it has taken in from
others; and more importantly, of what it has
given of its own to the repository of all
humanity. Woe unto that country and nation
that encloses itself in its own four cubits [i.e. its
own private confines] and limits itself to its
own narrow boundaries, lacking anything of its
own to contribute [to humanity] and lacking the
tools to receive [cultural contributions] from
others.
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[84] Psalm 104: 24

How many are Your works, O Lord,
In wisdom You made them all;
The earth is full of your creatures.
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[85] Mishnah, Sanhedrin 4: 5

For this reason, man [i.e. the first human being]
was created alone to teach that whoever
destroys a single life is as though he had
destroyed an entire universe, and whoever
saves a single life is as if he had saved an entire
universe. Furthermore [the first man was
created alone] for the sake of peace among
men, so that no one could say to another, “My
ancestor was greater than yours” . .. [Yet
another reason] was to proclaim the greatness
of the Holy One, blessed be He, for when a
human being strikes many coins from one
mould, they all resemble one another, but the
supreme King of kings, the Holy One, blessed
be He, fashioned every man in the stamp of the
first man, and yet not one of them resembles
his fellow.
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[86] Bamidbar Rabbah 21: 2

Moses spoke to the Lord saying, Let the Lord,
G-d of the spirits of all flesh, set a man over the
congregation” (Numbers 27:15). Halakhah: If
one sees a multitude of people, one should say,
“Blessed are You, O Lord our G-d, King of the
universe, who knows their innermost secrets.”
For just as their faces are not like one another,
so their temperaments are unlike one another,
each having their own . . . This was Moses’
request of the Holy One, blessed be He:
“Sovereign of the universe, the mind of every
individual is revealed and known to You. The
minds of your children are not alike. Now that I
am taking leave of them, appoint over them a
leader who will bear with each of them as their
temperament requires.”
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[87] Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed,
I: 40.

It has already been fully explained that man is
naturally a social being, that by virtue of his
nature he seeks to form communities; man is
therefore different from other living beings that
are not compelled to combine into
communities. He is, as you know, the highest
form in creation, and he therefore includes the
largest number of constituent elements; this is
the reason why the human race contains such a
great variety of individuals, that we cannot
discover two persons exactly alike in any moral
quality, or in external appearance. The cause of
this is the variety in man’s temperament, and in
accidents dependent on his form; for with every
physical form there are connected certain
special accidents different from those which are
connected with the substance. Such a variety
among the individuals of a class does not exist
in any other class of living beings; for the
variety in any other species is limited; only
man forms an exception; two persons may be
so different from each other in every respect
that they appear to belong to two different
classes . . . This great variety and the necessity
of social life are essential elements in man’s
nature.
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[88] Netziv, Ha-amek Davar, Gen. 11:

Since the views of human beings are not the
same, [the builders of Babel] were concerned
that no one should have a contrary opinion.
They therefore took care that no one should be
allowed to leave their city, and those who
expressed contrary views were condemned to
death by fire, as they sought to do to Abraham.
Their “shared words” became a stumbling-
block because they resolved to kill anyone who
did not think as they did.
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[89] Netziv, Haamek Davar, Gen. 11:6

“The Lord said: If as one people speaking the
same language they have begun to do this, then
nothing they plan to do will be impossible for
them” (Gen. 11: 6). [This means], If they
complete the tower, they will come to the
further stage of forcibly preventing anyone
disagreeing with their plan [that all should live
in the same place], which will lead to murder
and violence which will destroy society
completely.
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[90] Jeremiah 2: 33-34

How skilled you are at pursuing love!

Even the worst of women can learn from your
ways.

On your clothes, men find the lifeblood of the
innocent poor,

Though you did not catch them breaking in.
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[91] Netziv, Harchev Davar, Gen. 11:6

The meaning is that there were in his
[Jeremiah’s] day groups who prided themselves
that they had more love and peace than anyone
else. The prophet says that it was not so. On
their clothes was the blood of the innocent poor
— not because they had stolen from them but
because they [the poor] were not part of their
group. Sectarianism leads to murder, and the
way to praiseworthy peace only comes when
people are careful to do no evil to those who
are not members of their group.
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[92] R. Abraham Isaac Kook, Orot, p. 152,
para. 2.

The Holy One, blessed be He, dealt charitably
with his world by not putting all the talents in
one place, not in any one man or in any one
nation, not in any one country, not in one
generation or in one world; but the talents are
scattered . . . The store of the special treasure of
the world is laid up in Israel. But in order, in a
general sense, to unite the world with them,
certain talents have to be absent from Israel so
that they may be completed by the rest of the
world and the princes of the nations.
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[93] Olat Riyah, vol. 1, p. 387:

Each people has its own purpose and destiny
which constitutes its distinctive vocation and
contribution to the perfection of the world.
Each nation, through its character and
attributes, ideas and history, has something
unique which it bestows on humanity as a
whole.
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[94] Genesis 12:1

G-d said to Abram, “Leave your land, your
birthplace and your father’s house to the land
that I will show you.”
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[95] Bereishith Rabbah 42:8

Why was Abraham called ha-Ivri (“the
Hebrew”, Gen. 14: 13)? Because all the world
was on one side (ever) and he was on the other.
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A CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS?

[96] Exodus 19:5-6.

Now if you obey Me and keep My covenant,
you shall be My special treasure among all the
nations, even though all the world is Mine. You
will be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation
to Me.
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[97] Leviticus 20: 26.

You shall be holy to Me, for I, G-d, am holy,
and I have separated you out from among the
nations to be Mine.
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[98] Leviticus 18:3

Do not follow the ways of Egypt where you
once lived, nor of Canaan, where I will be
bringing you. Do not follow their customs.
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[99] Numbers 23: 9

It is a people that dwells apart,
Not reckoned among the nations.
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[100] Genesis 12: 3

I will bless those who bless you, and those who
curse you I will curse; and in you shall all the
families of the earth be blessed.

Genesis 18: 18

... seeing that Abraham shall become a great
and mighty nation, and all the nations of the
earth shall be blessed through him.

Genesis 22: 18

And by your offspring shall all the nations of
the earth gain blessing for themselves, because
you have obeyed my voice.

Genesis 26: 4

I will make your offspring as numerous as the
stars of the heaven, and will give to your
offspring all these lands; and all the nations of
the earth shall gain blessing for themselves
through your offspring.

Genesis 28: 14

And your offspring shall be like the dust of the
earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west
and to the east and to the north and to the
south; and all the families of the earth shall be
blessed in you and in your offspring.
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[101] Deuteronomy 4: 5-8

See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the
Lord my G-d has commanded me, so that you
may follow them in the land you are entering to
take possession of it. Observe them carefully,
for this is your wisdom and understanding in
the eyes of the nations, who will hear about all
these decrees and say, “Surely this great nation
is a wise and understanding people.” What
other nation is so great as to have their G-d
near to them the way the Lord our G-d is near
to us whenever we pray to Him? And what
other nation is so great as to have such
righteous decrees and laws as this entire Torah
I am setting before you today.
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[102] Deuteronomy 4: 32-34

Search into days gone by, long before your
time, from the day when G-d created man on
earth; search from one end of heaven to the
other, and ask if any deed as mighty as this has
been seen or heard. Did any people ever hear
the voice of G-d speaking out of the fire, as you
heard it, and remain alive? Or did ever a god
attempt to come and take a nation for himself
away from another nation, with a challenge,
and with signs, portents, and wars, with a
strong hand and an outstretched arm, and with
great deeds of terror, as the Lord your G-d did
for you in Egypt in the sight of you all?
Return to text
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[103] Mishnah Avot 3: 14

Beloved is mankind for it was created in the
image of G-d . . . Beloved is Israel for they are
called G-d’s children . . .
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[104] Rashi to Gen. 1:1

This phrase [“In the beginning, G-d created”]
calls out for explanation in the manner that our
rabbis explained it, namely [G-d created the
world] for the sake of the Torah which is called
(Prov. 8:22) “the beginning of his way”, and
for the sake of Israel who are called (Jer. 2:3)
“the beginning of his increase.”
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[105] Esther 3:8

“There is a certain people dispersed and
scattered among the peoples . . . whose laws
are different from those of all other people.”
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[106] Rav Kook, Iggrot haRiyah 1:112

The brotherly love of Esau (=Christianity) and
Jacob, of Isaac and Ishmael (=Islam) will assert
itself above all the confusion that the evil
brought on by our bodily nature has
engendered . . . The basic reason for the lack of
harmony in the world and in Judaism is that a
multiplicity of forces are exerting their
influence simultaneously. The old way of
choosing one path and following it patiently
can no longer prevail. We have to develop far
beyond this: to embrace all paths and integrate
them into a full and secure harmony.
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[107] Mishneh Torah, Hanukkah 4:14

If such a poor man needs oil for both a Shabbat
lamp and a Hanukkah lamp . . . the Shabbat
lamp takes priority, for the sake of peace in the
home, seeing that even a Divine name may be
erased to make peace between husband and
wife. Great is peace, for the whole purpose of
the Torah is to bring peace to the world, as it is
said (Prov. 3:17): “Her ways are ways of
pleasantness, and all her paths are peace.”
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