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STUDIES OF RELIGION PRELIMINARY COURSE

DEPTH STUDY 5: JUDAISM

JEWISH BELIEFS


	IMPORTANT DEFINITIONS

	Halachah
	The rabbinical legal tradition.

	Mitzvot
	The commandments.

	Tenach
	The Hebrew Bible.

	Teshuva
	Personal reflection.



Overview

Judaism has no dogma, no formal set of beliefs that one must hold to be a Jew. In Judaism, actions are far more important than beliefs, although there is certainly a place for belief within Judaism. 

The closest that anyone has ever come to creating a widely accepted list of Jewish beliefs is Rambam's thirteen principles of faith. Rambam's thirteen principles of faith, which he thought were the minimum requirements of Jewish belief, are: 

1. God exists 

2. God is one and unique 

3. God is incorporeal 

4. God is eternal 

5. Prayer is to be directed to God alone and to no other 

6. The words of the prophets are true 

7. Moses’ prophecies are true, and Moses was the greatest of the prophets 

8. The Written Torah (first 5 books of the Bible) and Oral Torah (teachings now contained in the Talmud and other writings) were given to Moses 

9. There will be no other Torah 

10. God knows the thoughts and deeds of men 

11. God will reward the good and punish the wicked 

12. The Messiah will come 

13. The dead will be resurrected 

Unlike many other religions, Judaism does not focus much on abstract cosmological concepts. Although Jews have certainly considered the nature of God, man, the universe, life and the afterlife at great length, and there is no mandated, official, definitive belief on these subjects, outside of the very general concepts discussed above. There is substantial room for personal opinion on all of these matters, because Judaism is more concerned about actions than beliefs. 

Judaism focuses on relationships: the relationship between God and mankind, between God and the Jewish nation, between the Jewish nation and the land of Israel, and between human beings. Hebrew scriptures tell the story of the development of these relationships, from the time of creation, through the creation of the relationship between God and Abraham, to the creation of the relationship between God and the Jewish people, and forward. The scriptures also specify the mutual obligations created by these relationships, although various movements of Judaism disagree about the nature of these obligations. Some say they are absolute, unchanging laws from God (Orthodox); some say they are laws from God that change and evolve over time (Conservative); some say that they are guidelines that you can choose whether or not to follow (Reform, Reconstructionist) 

So, what are these actions that Judaism is so concerned about? According to Orthodox Judaism, these actions include 613 commandments or mitzvot (singular: mitzvah) given by God in the Torah as well as laws instituted by the rabbis and long-standing customs.  The rabbinical legal tradition, the halachah, provides a framework for the Jewish way of life.  Tradition holds that the moral and ethical principles of the halachah were given by Moses to the prophets of the Hebrew Bible, and from them to the early rabbis of the Jewish religion.

The Nature of God

The nature of God is one of the few areas of abstract Jewish belief where there are a number of clear-cut ideas about which there is little dispute or disagreement. 

God Exists:

The fact of God's existence is accepted almost without question. Proof is not needed, and is rarely offered. The Torah begins by stating "In the beginning, God created..." It does not tell who God is or how He was created. 

In general, Judaism views the existence of God as a necessary prerequisite for the existence of the universe. The existence of the universe is sufficient proof of the existence of God. 

God is One:

One of the primary expressions of Jewish faith, recited twice daily in prayer, is the Shema, which begins "Hear, Israel: The Lord is our God, The Lord is one." This simple statement encompasses several different ideas: 

1. There is only one God. No other being participated in the work of creation. 

2. God is a unity. He is a single, whole, complete indivisible entity. He cannot be divided into parts or described by attributes. Any attempt to ascribe attributes to God is merely man's imperfect attempt to understand the infinite. 

3. God is the only being to whom we should offer praise. The Shema can also be translated as "The Lord is our God, The Lord alone," meaning that no other is our God, and we should not pray to any other. 

God is the Creator of Everything: 

Everything in the universe was created by God and only by God. Judaism completely rejects the dualistic notion that evil was created by Satan or some other deity. All comes from God. As Isaiah said, "I am the Lord, and there is none else. I form the light and create darkness, I make peace and create evil. I am the Lord, that does all these things." (Is. 45:6-7). 

God is Incorporeal: 

Although many places in scripture and Talmud speak of various parts of God's body (the Hand of God, God's wings, etc.) or speak of God in anthropomorphic terms (God walking in the garden of Eden, God laying tefillin, etc.), Judaism firmly maintains that God has no body. Any reference to God's body is simply a figure of speech, a means of making God's actions more comprehensible to beings living in a material world. 

Jews are forbidden to represent God in a physical form. That is considered idolatry. The sin of the Golden Calf incident was not that the people chose another deity, but that they tried to represent God in a physical form. 

God is Neither Male nor Female: 

This followed directly from the fact that God has no physical form. As one rabbi explained it to me, God has no body, no genitalia, therefore the very idea that God is male or female is patently absurd. We refer to God using masculine terms simply for convenience's sake, because Hebrew has no neutral gender; God is no more male than a table is. 

Although we usually speak of God in masculine terms, there are times when we refer to God using feminine terms. The Shechinah, the manifestation of God's presence that fills the universe, is conceived of in feminine terms, and the word Shechinah is a feminine word. 

God is Omnipresent: 

God is in all places at all times. He fills the universe and exceeds its scope. He is always near for us to call upon in need, and He sees all that we do. Closely tied in with this idea is the fact that God is universal. He is not just the God of the Jews; He is the God of all nations. 

God is Omnipotent: 

God can do anything. It is said that the only thing that is beyond His power is the fear of Him; that is, we have free will, and He cannot compel us to do His will. This belief in God's omnipotence has been sorely tested during the many persecutions of Jews, but Orthodox Jews have always maintained that God has a reason for allowing these things, even if we in our limited perception and understanding cannot see the reason. 

God is Omniscient: 

God knows all things, past, present and future. He knows our thoughts. 

God is Eternal: 

God transcends time. He has no beginning and no end. He will always be there to fulfil his promises. When Moses asked for God's name, He replied, "Ehyeh asher ehyeh." That phrase is generally translated as, "I am that I am," but the word "ehyeh" can be present or future tense, meaning "I am what I will be" or "I will be what I will be." The ambiguity of the phrase is often interpreted as a reference to God's eternal nature. 

God is Both Just and Merciful: 

Christians often speak of Judaism as the religion of the strict Law, which no human being is good enough to fulfil (hence the need for the sacrifice of Jesus). This is a gross mischaracterisation of Jewish belief. Judaism has always maintained that God's justice is tempered by mercy, the two qualities perfectly balanced. Of the two Names of God most commonly used in scripture, one refers to his quality of justice and the other to his quality of mercy. The two names were used together in the story of Creation, showing that the world was created with both justice and mercy. 

God is Holy and Perfect: 

One of the most common names applied to God in the post-Biblical period is "Ha-Kadosh, Barukh Hu," The Holy One, Blessed be He. 

God is our Father and our King: 

Judaism maintains that we are all God's children. A well-known piece of Jewish liturgy repeatedly describes God as "Avinu Malkeinu," our Father, our King. The Talmud teaches that there are three participants in the formation of every human being: the mother and father, who provide the physical form, and God, who provides the soul, the personality, and the intelligence. It is said that one of God's greatest gifts to humanity is the knowledge that we are His children and created in his image. 

Humanity

God shows his nature in two ways: through the universe and everything in it, and through the Torah.

Humanity can partly know God by looking at what he has made – the universe is an expression of God.  The universe itself is a blessing given to everything within it.  In return for this blessing, the universe must maintain and enhance the harmony and creativity that are a part of its being.  In Jewish writings, one often finds the reference to humans as God’s partners.  This implies that, in Judaism, human and divine are conceived as working together for the betterment of the world.  Jewish people, in particular, are viewed as having a special responsibility towards fellow humans to teach and demonstrate God’s ongoing commitment to humanity.

The Torah shows that God is intimately bound to everything that he has created, and that he is involved in everything which happens to humanity and the universe.  He longs for it to be perfect, and suffers when it does not achieve perfection.  Jews are called to be involved in the world and in its continual struggle against injustice and evil.

To help in this struggle, and to guide humanity in its search for order and harmony, the Torah provides a list of 613 commandments, called mitzvot.  There is a vital connection between God, the individual and the community, because each lives most fully when they live in harmony with one another.

God responds to human failure to live by these commands in two ways –

· With mercy and love.

· With justice.

God’s involvement in creation continues in a loving and caring way.  Evil in the world derives mainly from disobedience.  God’s continuous involvement  in human affairs does not contradict the Jewish belief in free will.  Free will also entails personal responsibility.  In Judaism, every person is accountable for their own deeds, and 

personal reflection, or teshuva, is an essential aspect of religious behaviour.

The concept of repentance comes from the Hebrew Bible.  Repentance is that which heals relationship between God and humanity.  It is in direct opposition to sin, which aims to break the covenantal bond between God and God’s beloved people.

In order to assist the Jewish people in their task as teachers of God’s love, Judaism cultivates simple principles regarding deeds that a Jewish person should follow and the deeds he or she should refrain from doing.

Covenant

Refer to your notes on the Themes of the Tenach for beliefs about covenant.

Eschatology

Jews believe that the achievement of an ideal society is a future possibility, a world which will, in time, come.  This possibility is called the age of the Messiah.  The World to Come is a world beyond history, at the end of normal time as we count it.  In it, true justice is given to all, and right and truth will rule.  The Jews who have been dispersed throughout the world will be restored to Israel; the long, wandering exile will be over.  There will be peace between all nations as they come to acknowledge the One God, who will unite them all; they will achieve the unity which is God.  Hope in this future Kingdom of God has sustained many Jews throughout the hardships and persecutions they have endured for many centuries.

After this time in which the Messiah comes, the world will enter into a second phase, the Future Time, when those who have led evil lives will go to a nether world called Gehinnom or Sheol.  This is the final triumph of good over evil.  All evil and suffering will end, and the true goodness of the creator and of all creation will be disclosed.  Among rabbis there was a wide variety of opinion about what the afterlife was actually like.  Some taught that a person was judged immediately after death; others that a person would sleep in his/her grave until the day when all people are resurrected.  At the centre of all ideas about the afterlife was the assumption that all people finally receive justice from God, who will judge truly and wisely.

Orthodox Jewish belief is that the integrity of the body should not be disturbed after death.  Therefore, organ transplantation and embalming are to be avoided.  The same applies to autopsy, unless required by law.  Cremation is forbidden, as it mutilates the body and is seen as a denial of the doctrine of bodily resurrection.

Use the notes and the table of terms below to complete the following summary mind-maps.

	Between humans
	Bodily resurrection
	Coming of Messiah

	Creator of everything
	Diaspora ended
	Directed to God

	End of evil and suffering
	Eternal
	Evil people go to Sheol

	Exists
	Expressed in the Schema
	Father and King

	God
	God and mankind
	God and the Jewish nation

	Halachah
	Holy and perfect
	Humanity

	Humanity and God
	Incorporeal
	Jewish nation and land of Israel

	Jews
	Just and merciful
	Justice to all

	Mitzvot (613)
	Nations acknowledge one God
	Neither male nor female

	Omnipotent
	Omnipresent
	One

	Peace between nations
	Right and truth rule
	Teshuva

	Triumph of good over evil
	
	

























	
	AND GOD WORK FOR A BETTER WORLD


	
	ARE TO TEACH AND DEMONSTRATE GOD’S ONGOING COMMITMENT TO HUMANITY BY OBEYING THE MITZVOT

	
	SUFFERS WHEN HUMANITY AND THE UNIVERSE DO NOT ACHIEVE PERFECTION














Complete the table of definitions


	
	God transcends time. He has no beginning and no end.


	

	Jewish law; Jewish legal tradition.

	

	God has no body.

	

	An obligation or commandment.

	

	Obligations or commandments.

	

	God is all powerful. He can do anything.

	

	God is in all places at all times.

	

	God knows all things, past, present and future.

	

	The nether world where evil people will be in the World to Come.

	
	A prayer, recited twice daily, which begins “Hear Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.”

	

	Personal reflection.


The remainder of this unit will concentrate on Orthodox Judaism





NATURE OF GOD





JUDAISM FOCUSES ON RELATIONSHIPS





PRAYER





“Hear Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is one.”





JUDAISM IS MORE CONCERNED ABOUT ACTIONS THAN BELIEFS. ACTIONS ARE DEFINED IN –








HUMANITY HAS FREE WILL





GOD CREATES





GOOD





EVIL





CARRIED OUT BY





INFORMED BY





Students learn about the principal Jewish beliefs about –


The nature of God’s plan for all creation: one transcendent, immanent, creator God, without form, separate from but continuing to be involved in the world and with people.


The covenant.


The nature of humanity: created with superior status, possessing free will and needing to repent.


Eschatology: the afterlife, the messianic age and final judgement.





Students learn to explain the influences of Jewish beliefs and devotional practices on everyday living.








