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STUDIES OF RELIGION PRELIMINARY COURSE

DEPTH STUDY 5: JUDAISM

ETHICAL AND MORAL TEACHINGS


	IMPORTANT DEFINITIONS

	Mitzvot
	The commandments of the Torah.

	Halachah
	Rabbinic legal tradition.

	Gezeirah
	A law instituted by the rabbis to prevent people from accidentally violating a Torah mitzvah.

	Takkanah
	A law that was instituted by the rabbis – it is not derived from mitzvot in the Torah.

	Minhag
	A custom that evolved for worthy religious reasons and has continued long enough to become a binding religious practice.  


Halachah: Jewish Law

Judaism is a comprehensive way of life, filled with rules and practices that affect every aspect of life: what you do when you wake up in the morning, what you can and cannot eat, what you can and cannot wear, how you groom yourself, how to conduct your business, who you can marry, how to observe the holidays and Shabbat, and how to treat God, other people and animals.  This set of rules and practices is known as halachah.

The word “halakhah” (halachah) is usually translated as Jewish Law, although a more literal translation might be “the path one walks”.

When properly observed, halachah increases the spirituality in a person’s life, because it turns the most trivial, mundane acts, such as eating and getting dressed, into acts of religious significance.

The 613 Mitzvot

The word mitzvah means commandment, and mitzvot means commandments.

Halachah is made up of mitzvot from the Torah, laws instituted by the rabbis and long-standing customs.  The laws instituted by the rabbis and the long standing customs originate from the Mishnah (the writing down of the Oral Torah) and the Gemara (commentaries on the Mishnah), collectively known as the Talmud.  All of these have the status of Jewish law and all are equally binding.  The only difference is that the penalties for violating laws and customs instituted by the rabbis are less severe than the penalties for violating Torah law, and laws instituted by the rabbis can be changed by the rabbis in rare, appropriate circumstances.

At the heart of halachah is the unchangeable 613 mitzvot that God gave to the Jewish people in Torah.  These 613 mitzvot can be broken down into 248 positive mitzvot (one for each bone and organ of the male body) and 365 negative mitzvot (one for each day of the solar year).  

The Torah contains:

· Mitzvot that look at ethical behaviour between people.

· Mitzvot of ritual, which regulate behaviour between a person and God.

Gezeirah

A gezeirah is a law instituted by the rabbis to prevent people from accidentally violating a Torah mitzvah.  For example, the Torah commands Jews not to work on the Shabbat, but a gezeirah commands them not even to touch an implement that can be used to perform prohibited work (such as a pen, money or a hammer), because someone holding that implement might forget that it was Shabbat and perform prohibited work.

Torah mitzvot and gezeirahs are equally binding.  The difference is generally in the degree of punishment: a violation of Shabbat was punishable by death under Torah law, while a violation of a gezeirah would result in less severe punishment.  Another difference between a gezeirah and a mitzvah is that the rabbis can, in rare appropriate circumstances, modify a gezeirah.  Rabbis cannot change the Torah law that was commanded by God.

Takkanah

A takkanah is a law that was instituted by the rabbis – it is not derived from mitzvot in the Torah.  For example, the mitzvah to light candles on Chanukkah, a post-biblical holiday, is a takkanah.  Some takkanah vary from community to community or from region to region.  A takkanah is just as binding as a Torah mitzvah.

Minhag

A minhag is a custom that evolved for worthy religious reasons and has continued long enough to become a binding religious practice.  For example, the second extra day of holidays was originally instituted as a gezeirah, 
so that people outside Israel, not certain of the day of a holiday, would not accidentally violate the holiday’s mitzvah.  After the mathematical calendar was instituted and there was no doubt about the days, the added second day was not necessary.  The rabbis considered ending the practice at that time, but decided to continue it as a minhag.  These customs are a binding part of halachah.

Morality and Holiness

In Jewish thinking, holiness without active concern for other people is meaningless.  The reverse is also true.  For Jews, moral behaviour is a way of serving God and requires adherence to the mitzvot in halachah.  One significant part of halachah is the Ten Commandments, which demand correct behaviour towards people as part of serving God.

Jewish morality is based on the principle that the way people behave affects the way they think and feel.  Morality is never a simple matter of keeping rules.  Observing the mitzvot consistently until they become second nature affects the way people develop as individuals.

A moral individual is one who combines personal spiritual progress with concern for other people.  Such a person will, one the one hand, constantly be on the look out for moral inspiration in his or her religious observance.  At the same time, he or she will see moral behaviour as an essential part of serving God.

The morality of Israel was a response to the action of Yahweh perceived in historical events.  It developed from life in action.
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General Ethical Principles Derived from the Practice of the Past

· The need for justice is to be tempered by a merciful and forgiving attitude.

· Jews are required to act with piety that is beyond the minimum standard demanded of other people.

· Jews should act in such a way as to establish shalom, peace and well-being, among all people.

· All Jewish actions must be pervaded with rahmanut or compassion – a merciful attitude that rules out cruelty.

THE HALACHAH IS MADE UP OF






Jewish Moral Teachings

Speech

Judaism is intensely aware of the power of speech and of the harm that can be done through speech.  The Talmud tells that the tongue is an instrument so dangerous that it must be kept hidden from view, behind two protective walls (the mouth and teeth) to prevent its misuse.

Gossip

It is a violation of the mitzvah to say anything about another person, even if it is true, even if it is not negative, even if it is not secret, even if it hurts no one, even if the person himself or herself would tell the same thing if asked.  In Jewish law, all things are considered to be secret unless a person specifically says otherwise.

The person who listens to gossip is even worse than the person who tells it, because no harm could be done by gossip if no one listened to it.  It is said that gossip kills three: the person who speaks it, the person who hears it, and the person about whom it is told.

The most serious form of gossip involves discrediting a person or saying negative things about a person, even if those negative things are true.

It is generally not a sin to repeat things that have been told in the presence of three or more persons.  The reason is that if it is told in the presence of three or more people, it is already public knowledge, and no harm can come of retelling it.  However, even in this case , Jews should not repeat something if they know they will be spreading the gossip further.

Giving information or telling gossip is allowed under some circumstances:

· A person is required to reveal information, even if it is something told in confidence, and even if it will harm a person, in a Jewish court of law.

· A person is required to reveal information to protect a person from immediate, serious harm.

· In limited circumstances, one is also permitted to reveal information if someone is entering into a relationship that he would not enter if he knew certain information.

In all of these exceptions, a person is not permitted to reveal information if the same objective could be fulfilled without revealing information.  For example, if you could talk a person out of marrying for reasons other than the disease, you may not reveal the disease.

Truth and Falsehood

Being truthful is an important Jewish ideal.  However, the difference between truth and falsehood is not always clear and simple.  There are many situations where holding back some of the truth might be the nobler thing to do.  There can even be times when a lie is preferable to the truth.  It is also possible to tell the truth, but to say it in such a way as to imply something that is not true.  There are other situations where truth becomes so critical that the slightest deviation from the truth, even unwittingly, becomes a sin.

Suffering

Suffering in the Tenakh

Suffering is seen as:

· A punishment sent by God.

· A test of faith.

· God’s way of prompting people to return to Him.

Suffering does not just happen, it is brought about by God.  Since suffering comes from God it must serve some purpose.

Teachings of the Rabbis

The rabbis of the Talmud and Midrash taught that it is possible for good to come from suffering.  They taught people to see suffering as a call to repent, that people are responsible for one another and that good people sometimes suffer for the sake of the wicked.  They taught that God only tests those who can stand up a trial and that He never afflicts people beyond what they can endure.  They showed that suffering can help refine people’s characters teaching them to be patient, humble, sensitive to the suffering of others, conscious of the brevity of human life and alert to its purpose.  They pointed out that if people are to come through suffering, they have to draw upon inner reserves of strength they might otherwise never have known they had.  They can sometimes emerge better people.

Jewish Philosophy

According to Jewish philosophers, suffering is necessary so that people should have freedom of choice.  If God only showered people with blessings, they would have no choice but to love Him.  As a result they would have to do good.  Suffering makes it possible for people to reject God and do evil.  Suffering is, therefore, important as it makes us totally free to choose between good and evil.

Relief of Suffering

According to Jewish teaching, every effort should be made to avoid suffering and to relieve suffering.  Jews have always regarded it as a religious duty to visit the sick, provide for the poor or comfort the bereaved.

Euthanasia

In Jewish thinking, killing people to put them out of their misery is murder.  It is forbidden even if a sick person requests it.  However, allowing people to continue suffering conflicts with the Jewish ideal of doing everything possible to bring relief.  Although Jews may not actively terminate someone’s life, therefore, the rabbis do permit withholding treatment from patients who are really beyond help, especially where the treatment is likely to cause pain or distress (for example, chemotherapy), while keeping the patient as comfortable and pain-free as possible.

Switching off a life-support machine would also be murder if there was any possibility, however, remote, that the patient might recover.  If a patient no longer has any heart, brain or lung functions, the rabbis permit turning off the machine.  Without these functions the machine is not supporting life – it is providing it.

Body Matters

Cleanliness

The Talmud teaches Jews not to pray without having rinsed their mouths in the morning (except on fast days), and to wash their hands before meals and after leaving the toilet.  These are all religious duties.

Alcohol and other Drug

Jews are not forbidden to drink alcohol.  Indeed, they use wine in various religious ceremonies.  However, Judaism strongly disapproves of consuming alcohol in large quantities.  There are three halachic objections to alcohol and drug abuse:

· Jews are forbidden to break the laws of the country in which they live and most countries have laws against drunkenness and drug taking and peddling.

· Consuming alcohol and taking drugs leads to loss of self-control, making it impossible to observe one’s religious obligations while, at the same leaving oneself open to transgressing God’s commands.

· In Jewish teaching a person does not own their body and is therefore forbidden to inflict damage upon it; the body is God’s creation and must be treated with respect.

Suicide

In Jewish thinking, God is the giver of life, and the only one who has the right to take life away.  Judaism only gives people the right to take life in self-defence, war, or where a court of law passes a death sentence.  Suicide is regarded as such a serious sin that a Jew who does commit suicide is not buried together with other Jews, but in a separate part of the cemetery.  However, this would not be carried out where the person committing suicide was mentally unbalanced or if there were grounds for thinking that they repented before dying (for example, when someone who took an overdose of drugs and was then overcome with remorse but unable to do anything about it).

Bio-Ethics

Abortion

In Jewish thinking, abortion actually destroys potential life.  The destruction of a viable foetus is forbidden.  At the same time, Judaism does not give the foetus, which is only potential life, the same importance as the mother, who is actually alive.  Abortion is therefore acceptable if a pregnancy becomes hazardous for the mother (or might become so), or if she is likely to be severely psychologically affected.  Some rabbis permit abortion where a child is likely to be so retarded that it would never function as a human being.  However, Judaism would never agree with terminating a pregnancy because it got in the way of holiday arrangements or because it might disrupt a woman’s career.

Artificial Fertilisation

Rabbis have permitted artificial insemination by husband (never by donor), though with strict safeguards to ensure that only the husband’s semen is used.  Some rabbis even permit masturbation (which is otherwise strongly disapproved of), where no other method is available for obtaining semen for sperm counts or insemination procedures.

Some rabbis permit in vitro fertilisation.  However, Judaism does not permit surrogate motherhood – implantation a woman’s fertilised ovum in another woman’s womb.  Paying a woman a fee to ‘lease’ her womb could lead to all sorts of abuses, which may destroy the sanctity of marriage and childbirth.

Many rabbis also regard it as morally wrong to freeze a husband’s semen for use after his death, as this deliberately brings orphans into the world.  This could only be sanctioned when a man is undergoing some treatment (for example for cancer) that might destroy his sperm, and he expects to be alive to raise his child.

Family Relationships

The family is fundamentally important in Jewish life.  It is the setting in which a husband and wife reach full maturity as personalities, where children receive their earliest education and where the basis of their identity is formed.

A husband’s primary duty is to feed and clothe his wife and make her welfare his first priority.  Parents are expected to feed and clothe their children and show them how to live as Jews.  They must also see that they can support themselves.

Children are expected to treat their parents with respect and to take care of them.  Judaism insists that children have an obligation to point out their parents’ shortcomings.

Sexual Practices

Acceptable Sexual Practice

In Jewish thinking, sexual activity is only acceptable within marriage – a stable relationship between one man and one woman.  Through sexual intercourse husband and wife fulfil the first commandment of the Torah, ‘be fruitful and multiply’.  Bringing children into the world is regarded as a holy act – an act in which man and woman become partners with God in creating new life.

Through sexuality, two people who are sharing their lives can express their love for one another in a way that is deeply personal to them.  For this reason it is considered natural and purposeful even beyond the age of child-bearing.

Homosexuality

The Torah forbids a sexual relationship between on man and another.  Lesbian sexual activity is not mentioned in the Torah, though the Talmud refers to it with disapproval.  It is a sin to allow homosexual attraction to lead to a sexual relationship.  Judaism does not permit mean and women with homosexual leanings to be persecuted or discriminated against.

Prostitution

Judaism forbids prostitution – either becoming one or using the services of one.  Jews have always regarded prostitution as cheapening sexuality by detaching it from its real context as part of a loving husband-wife relationship and turning it into a commodity to be sold.  They see it as a degrading, unclean practice.

Contraception

On the one hand contraception impedes God’s will for humankind to be fruitful and to multiply.

On the other hand, Judaism regards preserving life as of prime importance.  Where it might be hazardous for a woman to become pregnant, the rabbis insist that contraception should be used.  The same holds true where pregnancy might put a woman under severe psychological strain.  Temporary use of contraceptives is also acceptable in circumstances where a woman has just had a child and feels unable to cope with another.  However, using contraception for the sake of convenience is not acceptable to Jewish teaching.

The rabbis teach that intercourse should be as natural as possible.  Therefore methods that do not act as barriers to fertilisation, such as oral contraceptives, are the most acceptable.  The barrier method is only acceptable if the oral method cannot be safely used.

Vasectomy, cutting and tying the tubes that carry sperm from the testes, is regarded as a form of castration.  This is forbidden to Jews unless there are sound medical reasons for doing it.  The same principle applies to sterilising women.

Treatment of Animals

Judaism places great stress on proper treatment of animal.  Unnecessary cruelty to animals is strictly forbidden, and in many cases, animals are accorded the same sensitivity as human beings, but animal life can never have the same value as human life.

In the Torah, humanity is given dominion over animals, and has the right to use animals for legitimate needs.  Animal flesh can be consumed for food; animal skins can be used for clothing; the Torah itself must be written on animal hides.

Kosher slaughtering is designed to be as fast and painless as possible, and if anything occurs that might cause pain (such as a nick in the slaughtering knife or a delay in the cutting), the flesh may not be consumed.

Under Jewish law, animals have some of the same rights as humans do.  Animals rest on the Shabbat, as humans do.  The pet dog, for example, may not fetch the newspaper on Shabbat.  Jews are permitted to violate Shabbat to some extent to rescue an animal in pain or at the risk of death.

Jews condone experiments on animals only if they are used for finding cures for disease or for perfecting surgical techniques, and only if no other means are available.

Jews are required to feed their pets before themselves.  Pet food cannot contain both meat and dairy, but the food may be non-kosher.

It is a violation to neuter a pet.  The Torah prohibits castrating males of any species.  Although this law does not apply to neutering female pets, neutering of females is prohibited by general laws relating to unnecessary cruelty to animals.  It is a violation of the general prohibition against cruelty to animal to have pets physically altered in any way without a genuine, legitimate need.  For example, declawing cats and docking the ears or tails of dogs are forbidden.

Group Work

Group 1
Speech

Group 2
Suffering

Group 3
Body Matters

Group 4
Bio-Ethics

Group 5
Family Relationships and Sexual Practices

Group 6
Treatment of Animals

1. Make a summary of the teachings about the ethical issues you are examining.

2. Make a list of the strengths you see in these Jewish ethical teachings.

3. Make a list of the weakness you see in these Jewish ethical teachings.

4. Report your findings to the class.
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Students learn about the ethical and moral teachings of Judaism –


Fundamental Jewish values.


Sources of ethical authority for Jewish people, for example the Tenach and talmudic regulations, significant individuals, for example rabbis and other learned persons in the community.


Beliefs about sources of authority that have affected the development of ethical systems and the making of moral choices.





Students examine the implications of Jewish ethical and moral teaching for everyday living.








