
		
			
				[image: Cover for Here All Along]
			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Book Title, Here All Along, Subtitle, Finding Meaning, Spirituality, and a Deeper Connection to Life--in Judaism (After Finally Choosing to Look There), Author, Sarah Hurwitz, Imprint, Spiegel & Grau]
				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Copyright © 2019 by Sarah Hurwitz

			All rights reserved.

			Published in the United States by Random House, an imprint and division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			RANDOM HOUSE and the HOUSE colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA

			Names: Hurwitz, Sarah, author.

			Title: Here all along : finding meaning, spirituality, and a deeper connection to life—in Judaism (after finally choosing to look there) / by Sarah Hurwitz.

			Description: New York : Spiegel & Grau, [2019] | Includes bibliographical references.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2019011424 | ISBN 9780525510710 | ISBN 9780525510727 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Judaism.

			Classification: LCC BM45 .H87 2019 | DDC 296—dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2019011424

			Ebook ISBN 9780525510727

			randomhousebooks.com

			Book design by Susan Turner, adapted for ebook

			Cover design: Donna Cheng

			ep_prh_5.4_c0_r2

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Introduction: Why Bother with Judaism?

			

			
				Part I

				
					Chapter 1: In the Beginning and in the Image: The Torah

				

				
					Chapter 2: The Process of Judaism: Questioning, Debating, and Interpreting

				

				
					Chapter 3: Freeing God from “His” Human-Shaped Cage in the Sky

				

				
					Chapter 4: Mitzvot and the Spirituality of Doing

				

			

			
				Part II

				
					Chapter 5: Becoming a Great Person: Self-Restraint and Self-Transcendence

				

				
					Chapter 6: Prayer and More: Finding the Primal in Jewish Spiritual Practice

				

				
					Chapter 7: Giving Shabbat a Chance

				

				
					Chapter 8: Jewish Holidays and the Power of a Well-Placed Banana

				

				
					Chapter 9: Life Cycle Rituals (Well, Mainly Just Death)

				

				
					Conclusion (Though Also, Hopefully, a Beginning) Again, Why Bother with Judaism?

				

			

			
				Dedication

				Acknowledgments

				Appendix of Resources for Getting Started

				Notes

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			Why Bother with Judaism?

			A decision I made in sixth grade to violate two of the Ten Commandments nearly ended my Jewish journey.

			The events that led to these transgressions took place in a fluorescent-lit, industrial-carpeted Hebrew school classroom at the synagogue in the small Boston suburb where I grew up. It was a late fall afternoon, and the light was fading, as were the dozen or so eleven- and twelve-year-olds unhappily marking the beginning of their seventh year of Jewish education.

			We were carrying on a timeworn American Jewish tradition whereby a couple of days a week, after regular school ended, tired, restless kids were driven to their families’ synagogues, where they sat through another few hours of class during which Jewish educators attempted to teach them to read Hebrew and appreciate an incredibly complex, four-thousand-year-old religion that can be baffling for even the most intelligent adults.

			Our teacher was a weary, middle-aged man whose name I’ve forgotten. But I do recall that he insisted we call him Mr. Shalom, the Hebrew word for hello, goodbye, and peace, and that he wore a brightly patterned yarmulke, which struck me as incredibly dorky. So as far as I and my classmates were concerned, he was begging us to disrespect him. And we happily complied, haphazardly filling out the Hebrew worksheets he assigned, talking over his attempts to quiet us down, and misbehaving in ways we never would have dreamed of in real school, where we were generally model students.

			
			About halfway through class on that otherwise unremarkable day, I had a sudden moment of clarity: I was done with all of this.

			Maybe it was the poor grade I had gotten on last week’s homework assignment and Mr. Shalom’s look of disappointment as he handed it back to me. Or maybe it was the moment when several of my classmates, in a rare display of cooperative behavior, decided to gang up and make fun of me. Or maybe it was just years of accumulated boredom and the sense that while I might be stuck being Jewish, I didn’t have to waste hours each week on this pointless exercise that was keeping me from worthier 1980s preteen girl pursuits, like watching mediocre TV and reading Baby-Sitters Club and Sweet Valley High books.

			Whatever it was, as I walked out the classroom door that afternoon, I decided there was no way I was ever coming back.

			

			—

			That night, I approached my mother and launched into an impassioned speech about how Hebrew school was failing to make me into the Jew I wanted to be. The teachers didn’t challenge us! The students didn’t take class seriously! I wasn’t learning what I needed to learn to carry on our proud tradition!

			My mother was, understandably, taken aback. Neither she nor my father was particularly religious, but feeling an obligation to give me and my brother some sense of Jewish identity, they had joined the synagogue in our town and enrolled us in its Hebrew school. And twice a year, on the major Jewish holidays of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, they dragged us to services, where we squirmed through the endless droning melodies, halfheartedly recited the prayers that alternated between incomprehensible Hebrew and stilted English translations, and obeyed the seemingly random calls to stand up and sit down. The only holiday we celebrated in our home was Ḥanukkah,*1 but while we lit the candles and said the prayers, it was mainly about the presents.

			
			Given our minimal Jewish practice and the fact that I had never previously displayed much interest in my Jewish education, my mother was probably suspicious of my sudden religiosity. And after some probing, she tried to stall, assuring me that she would talk to my father about it.

			But I was relentless, commencing a days-long anti–Hebrew school campaign with a kind of message discipline that I find admirable today, having spent years working in political communications. At every chance I got, I let her know: This Hebrew school did not meet my needs as a Jew, and I was not going back.

			Either my father bought my story or I simply wore my mother down, because within a few weeks, she found me another Hebrew school—one that mercifully met only one day a week—which agreed to take me midsemester. The following Sunday, she dropped me off for my first day of class.

			Within minutes, my relief at escaping my old Hebrew school was replaced by the sinking sensation that I had done something terribly wrong, because it was clear that this new place was a bit of a loose operation. The kids were struggling to read the kind of one-syllable Hebrew words my former classmates and I had mastered years ago, and we spent much of the time singing Jewish songs with the younger children and having a meandering discussion that I think was supposed to be about Jewish ethics.

			As I waited for my mother to pick me up, I thought about telling her that I’d made a mistake and the old Hebrew school was actually fine. But the memory of my former classmates’ mockery and the feeling that I’d made my bed and now had to lie in it won out. And when my mother arrived, I assured her that this new Hebrew school was both top notch and the perfect fit.

			
			Thus began the domino effect on my Judaism. My mother soon got tired of carpooling her children to two different Hebrew schools, so she pulled my brother out of the old one and sent him to the new one with me. With that connection to our synagogue severed, it was easy enough to continue down the slippery slope of disengagement and stop attending services as well.

			The following year, through my new Hebrew school, I had my bat mitzvah, which, like the curriculum, was pretty light on the Judaism. Various family members read poems and quotes. I played my flute. It was a beautiful and deeply meaningful coming-of-age ceremony, one that I will always treasure, but it bore only a passing resemblance to a Jewish life cycle ritual.

			And that was about it for my Jewish observance. My ancestry stretches back through a tenement on the Lower East Side, the shtetls of Eastern Europe, and presumably all the way to the ancient Near East. But without making any kind of conscious decision beyond the one I made to dishonor my mother and father by bearing false witness  to them against my Hebrew school (violating Commandments Five and Nine), I was just kind of done with Judaism.

			

			—

			As Rabbi Joseph Telushkin and Dennis Prager point out in their writing about Jewish identity, if you grow up like I did, getting only an after-school-activity kind of Jewish education, when you get to college and have the chance to study eastern religion or western philosophy, you may think to yourself, “Now this is where it’s at! This is so much smarter and deeper than Judaism!” That childhood Judaism just can’t compete.

			Maybe in a decade or so, if you get married and create a family of your own, you’ll start the whole process over again. Maybe you’ll send your own kids to Hebrew school because you want them to have some kind of Jewish identity. Maybe you’ll drag them to services, because even if you don’t really understand what’s happening, the familiar melodies make you nostalgic and it feels meaningful to be connected to Jewish tradition. And maybe one day, years from now, your kids will hand down the same “pediatric Judaism,” as Rabbi Lawrence Hoffman calls it, to their own kids.

			
			But maybe you won’t do any of that. Greater acceptance of Jews into mainstream American society in recent decades means Jews are now welcome in all kinds of neighborhoods, universities, and workplaces, and most Jews no longer live in tight-knit Jewish communities that enforce the norms and practices of traditional Jewish life. We also live at a time when many of us view religion*2 as something we can choose from a marketplace of ideas rather than an inherited obligation we must unquestioningly fulfill. Today, we’re all welcome to check out the offerings at the local Unitarian church or Buddhist sangha; or we can grab some crystals or hallucinogenic drugs; or we can do nothing religious or spiritual at all.

			The term “Jews by choice” is often used to refer to those who convert to Judaism. But these days, all American Jews are Jews by choice—and many of us are choosing to opt out.

			A much-cited 2013 study by the Pew Research Center found that while 94 percent of American Jews feel proud to be Jewish, 22 percent of them, including 32 percent of millennial-age Jews, “describe themselves as having no religion and identify as Jewish on the basis of ancestry, ethnicity, or culture.” A full two-thirds of these Jews of no religion report that they’re not raising their kids with any kind of Jewish identity.

			There is also a trend of moving from more observant*3 denominations of Judaism to less observant. Roughly one in four Jews who grew up Orthodox have switched to Conservative or Reform Judaism*4; 30 percent of those raised in the Conservative movement have become Reform Jews; and 28 percent of those who grew up Reform now identify as Jews of no religion.*5

			
			That last shift—moving from Reform Judaism to considering myself a Jew of no religion—was the choice I made after my bat mitzvah. While I would always be Jewish by birth, and I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that my Judaism was important in some way, I saw no reason to engage with it on a regular basis. When I got to college, my one experience attending a Shabbat*6 dinner at Hillel, the international campus organization for Jewish students, only confirmed this decision. Everyone there seemed to know each other from Jewish summer camp and be in on some inside joke to which I was not privy, and I couldn’t follow any of the prayers or rituals.

			A couple of years after graduating from college, I spent part of a summer traveling around Eastern Europe, and I visited several Jewish museums and Holocaust memorial sites, a searing experience that left me uneasy about my noncommittal Jewish identity. Throughout history, people had risked and sacrificed their lives to practice and preserve Judaism. Here I was with all the freedom in the world, but I just couldn’t be bothered.

			So in my twenties, I started once again regularly attending services on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Like in college, I still didn’t know the prayers or understand why we were saying them in the first place—and this made for some uncomfortable moments. When you have a name like Sarah Hurwitz, people assume you know what you’re doing in Jewish settings, and I was too ashamed of my ignorance to admit otherwise. So I would anxiously watch the people around me and do my best to copy them, hoping I wouldn’t commit some awful faux pas. I got about as much out of my time in synagogues as I had during my childhood, but I couldn’t bring myself to stay home on major holidays, nor could I bring myself to go to work.

			
			I was unable to own my Judaism, but unable to disown it either. So I mainly ignored it. And that worked out just fine for me.

			After all, I was busy.

			Growing up with a grandmother who was a passionate Roosevelt Democrat, a mother who is a proud feminist, and a father who, as a young man, kept a quote book filled with excerpts from speeches by the Kennedy brothers and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., I became interested in politics at an early age. A college internship in Vice President Al Gore’s speechwriting office in the White House eventually led to speechwriting jobs on a couple of losing presidential campaigns; law school and a stint at a large Washington, D.C., law firm; and a position as then-Senator Hillary Clinton’s chief speechwriter on her first presidential campaign. After Hillary conceded in June of 2008, I got a job as a speechwriter for then-Senator Barack Obama on his campaign for president, and I wound up helping his wife, Michelle Obama, with her speech at the 2008 Democratic National Convention.

			That summer was a fraught time for Mrs. Obama. For months, ugly currents of racism and sexism had been swirling around her, and she had been caricatured in the media as an angry black woman—most notably in a cartoon of her on the cover of The New Yorker sporting combat fatigues, an afro, and a machine gun slung across her back.

			As I prepared for our first meeting about the speech, I wondered whether the negative press had gotten to her. Would she be upset? Defensive? Would she want to react to it in her remarks?

			None of the above, it turned out. Instead, over the course of ninety minutes in her Hyde Park living room, she simply told me about her life: her childhood on the South Side of Chicago, why she left corporate law for a career in public service, the joy she took in being a mother. Her plan for the speech seemed to be: I will simply say what is true for me and let people decide for themselves what to think. (It worked—the media narrative around her shifted dramatically after that speech.)

			
			Months later, after her husband won the election, I got a job as a speechwriter for him in the White House. But while I loved writing for President Obama, I was never fully at home in his voice. I often felt like I was straining to grasp it, mimicking what I thought it sounded like rather than hearing it in my head. And whenever I took a break from writing for him to help Mrs. Obama with a speech—which I sometimes did to assist her small communications team—I could feel the difference.

			Compared with her husband’s voice, Mrs. Obama’s voice was more like mine—more personal and emotional—and I felt an ease in channeling it onto the page that I did not feel with his. So after the first couple of years of the Administration, in what was probably an unprecedented White House career move, I decided to transition from being a senior speechwriter for the President to being head speechwriter for the First Lady.

			Over the next six years, I wrote and edited hundreds of speeches for Mrs. Obama and traveled with her across the country and around the world. Just as with that first speech, no matter what the topic, she always seemed to be asking herself, “What is the deepest, most important truth I can tell at this particular moment?” And when we met to discuss an upcoming speech, she would dictate paragraphs of vivid language that I would frantically try to capture verbatim on my laptop. Those notes would form the basis of the drafts I would send to her, which would often come back covered with edits.

			At times our back-and-forth was extensive. I must have trekked from my office, through the West Wing, up to the White House Usher’s office outside the First Family’s residence hundreds of times to retrieve speeches marked up in her neat handwriting.

			The hours were not always predictable. As one of my colleagues once said, in the White House, you never have the day you think you’re going to have. And the travel could be disorienting—more than once I woke up unsure of what state or country I was in.

			But I never doubted that what I was doing mattered, and I felt—and still feel—that I was part of an especially hopeful moment in the American story. At a time when history seems to be heading in the opposite direction, I try to remind myself that its arc is long. And I think often of Mrs. Obama’s address at the 2016 Democratic National Convention, where she declared, “I wake up every morning in a house that was built by slaves, and I watch my daughters, two beautiful, intelligent, black young women playing with their dogs on the White House lawn.”

			
			To this day, people tell me that they try to live by the motto she shared in that speech: “When they go low, we go high.” (I wish I could take credit for that line, but she came up with it—all I did was type it into the speech.)

			Even as a kid who grew up dreaming of having a career in politics, I never could have imagined that I would one day work for a President and First Lady like the Obamas. No matter what else happens in the rest of my life, I’ll always feel like I won some kind of lottery.

			

			—

			Now, in rare quiet moments, did I sometimes feel like something was missing? I did. But I don’t think I could have articulated what it was. I chalked it up to the wisdom of a line Sarah Silverman delivers in the movie Take This Waltz: “Life has a gap in it. It just does. You don’t go crazy trying to fill it like some lunatic.”

			So I know I disappoint people when I give them honest answers to their questions about what prompted me to start learning about Judaism as an adult. I know they’re expecting some kind of major life crisis, or the culmination of a long spiritual journey. But the truth is much less exciting: At the age of thirty-six, I broke up with a guy I had been dating, found myself with a lot of time on my hands that had previously been spent with him, and happened to hear about an Introduction to Judaism class at the Washington, D.C., Jewish Community Center. I signed up less to fulfill some existential longing and more to fill a couple of hours on a Wednesday night that would otherwise have been spent feeling lonely in my apartment.

			But what I discovered in that class utterly floored me.

			
			I had always thought of myself as a good person, but the Jewish ethics we studied set a much higher bar for honesty, generosity, and basic human decency than I had ever thought to set for myself. Once I actually understood the purposes of the holidays and life cycle rituals, they struck me as beautiful and profound, honoring the lessons of the past, sanctifying moments in the present, and conveying deep moral wisdom. Seen through adult eyes, the whole sensibility of Judaism spoke to me—its intellectual rigor, its creativity and humanity, its emphasis on questioning and debate. This wasn’t the stale, rote Judaism of my childhood. It was something relevant, endlessly fascinating, and alive.

			That first class led me to a second, more intensive introductory class, which led me to additional classes, as well as retreats, lectures, one-on-one studies with rabbis, and countless hours spent reading about Judaism on my own. I was amazed to discover an entire universe of people doing the most innovative things with Judaism—a Jewish renaissance that had been going on for years, which, as a disengaged Jew, I knew nothing about because, well, I was disengaged.

			I met rabbis who exposed me to conceptions of God that didn’t strike me as childish or crazy. I encountered Jews who were leading Jewish meditation retreats, reinventing Hebrew school, creating outreach programs for interfaith families, reimagining the kosher laws*7 to protect farmworkers and the environment, infusing synagogue services with beautiful music and modern translations, and so much more.

			I found spaces where I could wrestle with big questions: What’s the deal with God? What is our purpose here on earth? What happens after we die? What does it mean to be a good person? To be true to yourself? To treat others well?

			People generally do not raise such questions in the heat of a presidential campaign, or in the daily churn of life in the White House, or in polite dinner party conversation in Washington, D.C. In fact, in the final months of the Obama Administration, I was at an office happy hour and approached two of my colleagues who were deep in conversation. “What are you guys talking about?” I asked. One of them replied, “Actually, we’re talking about the afterlife.”

			
			I couldn’t believe it—this was my kind of conversation! “That’s amazing!” I exclaimed. “Can I join you guys? Can we talk about God too?” They stared back at me, baffled. And then one of them started laughing. “No, Sarah, the afterlife…like what we’re going to do after we leave the White House.”

			The rabbis and Jewish educators I met, however, were thrilled to have these kinds of conversations with me. And these were smart, thoughtful people who had no interest in easy answers. They happily welcomed my questions, no matter how pointed or petulant. They patiently listened to my rants about the awfulness of Jewish liturgy and the foolishness of believing in the kind of God depicted in those prayers. And they lovingly responded—often by sharing their own struggles and doubts.

			Nothing was off-limits, and there were no “because so-and-so authority figure says so” or “because God wants it that way” explanations. In fact, it was fine if I didn’t believe in God at all, and nothing I said seemed to shock or upset anyone. They had heard it all before—or thought it themselves.

			In Judaism, I discovered, the questions are often more important than the answers. But many of the answers are quite impressive. It turned out that Judaism had deep wisdom to offer me—teachings that have helped me be kinder and more honest, challenged my lazy and self-righteous assumptions about religion, and led me to view the values of modern secular society with a more skeptical eye.

			After years working in politics, trying to keep up with the twenty-four-hour news cycle in a media environment driven by the quick “take”—the zinger on cable news or snap opinion in a tweet—I found that Judaism offered millions of pages of painstaking commentary and debate written over thousands of years. Judaism, I discovered, demands an appreciation of complexity and scrupulous consideration of opposing views.

			Having endured a round-the-clock schedule on campaigns and at times in the White House, I found that Judaism says there are limits. For one day each week, on Shabbat, Judaism tells us to stop everything—stop working, stop buying, stop trying to bend the world to our desires—and simply appreciate and enjoy what we have.

			
			In a city like Washington, D.C., where everyone is always vying for power, striving to be in the elusive inner circle, Judaism emphasizes our obligations to those on the margins. Many of the earliest Jewish laws focused on protecting the most vulnerable—widows, orphans, outsiders, and the poor.

			And it turned out that some of the hottest spiritual trends in recent years—practices that have inspired numerous books and TED Talks—have actually been part of Judaism for centuries.

			The gratitude movement? The first word of the first prayer Jews traditionally say when they wake up in the morning is “grateful”—they express gratitude for being alive with a prayer that begins “Grateful am I.” And the Hebrew word for Jew, “Yehudi,” actually comes from the same root as the word that means “to thank.”

			The mindfulness craze? Judaism is basically one big mindfulness practice, with countless rituals and practices (including meditation) to wake us up and help us be more present in our lives.

			It’s hard to overstate how surprised I was by these discoveries. None of this was evident to me during the two services I grudgingly sat through each year. And with those occasions as my main points of contact with Judaism, it had never occurred to me to look to it for answers to my big life questions or as a source of meaning and spirituality.

			I had thought I didn’t need religion and that serious engagement with Judaism might be valuable for others, but not for me.

			It turned out that I was wrong.

			

			—

			If you also feel that you don’t need what religion has to offer, I would ask you this: Have you ever read any kind of self-help book or books people have written about their journeys of self-discovery? Have you ever seen a therapist? Tried yoga or meditation?

			
			Why did you do those things? Were you looking to find peace of mind or spiritual connection? Understand yourself more deeply? Become a better person? Lead a more meaningful, impactful life?

			All of this happens to be precisely what religion, when done well, can provide. The problem is that it is often not done well, and it comes with a lot of baggage—both current and historic. Religion can be associated with a kind of unquestioning adherence that repels many thoughtful people, and religions generally get the most press when their followers twist them into excuses to harm others—to shun those who worship differently, or swindle people out of their hard-earned money, or even murder nonbelievers. And religious traditions have been used to justify racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, Islamophobia, antisemitism, xenophobia, and other disgusting ideologies.

			And it’s not just these distorted forms of religion that turn people off, but the stale, uninspiring versions as well. I’ve met plenty of Jews and people of other backgrounds who consider themselves spiritual and yearn to belong to some kind of religious community but have trouble finding one that moves and challenges them. Or they’re still scarred by memories of the dullness, materialism, rigidity, or vapidity of their childhood congregations.

			So I understand why many people have an instinct to run as far as possible from organized religion, or just don’t believe it’s worth their time. But I think we can at least agree that lots of people actually do want what religion is supposed to offer—they’re just looking for it elsewhere.

			Many search outside of established religious traditions, drawn to individuals who offer a variety of spiritual services, including healing experiences and practices that evoke intense highs. I don’t think there’s anything inherently wrong with this kind of seeking. There is much wisdom and insight to be found outside of mainstream religious institutions. And one of the most renowned Jewish philosophers of all time, a twelfth-century rabbi named Moses Maimonides, once declared, “Listen to the truth from whoever said it.”

			But I’m thinking that religions that have been practiced by millions, even billions of people over thousands of years might also have something to offer, possibly even something more worthwhile than that one person who set up shop a few years ago.

			
			A great many seekers have thrown themselves into exploring these established faiths, eager to take what they can from as many as possible and mix and match those traditions with other spiritual practices they’ve found along the way. I think the impulse here is wonderful. I have done this myself, incorporating Buddhist meditation techniques into my Jewish practice.

			But I’m hesitant about an approach to spirituality where, instead of picking one religion and putting in the time and effort to engage deeply with it, we learn just a little bit about many traditions and then decide to do this thing from one tradition, and that thing from another, because each of these things speaks to us in some way—because each feels like it’s “so me”—and we don’t have to deal with the other parts of those belief systems that are “so not me.”

			When we do this, we’re embracing the aspects of these traditions that reinforce our current preferences and beliefs and ignoring those that don’t. In other words—and I hope this doesn’t sound too harsh—we’re reifying, maybe even deifying, ourselves, focusing on the self-discovery, self-affirmation, and self-expression parts of religion (the “comfort the afflicted” parts) and neglecting the self-discipline, self-sacrifice, and self-transcendence parts (the “afflict the comfortable” parts).

			As Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg points out, in beginning and ending with ourselves this way, we’re never forced to wrestle with ideas that challenge our core beliefs, hold us to more rigorous moral standards than we’re accustomed to, or otherwise push us to grow as human beings. The Eastern Orthodox Christian writer Frederica Mathewes-Green describes this approach as “constructing a safe, tidy, unsurprising God who could never transform me, but would only confirm my residence in that familiar bog I called home.”

			This is similar to how many of us consume media today. We consult the news sources and engage with the social media that confirm our own points of view, and algorithms just keep showing us more of what we like. As a result, we’re becoming narrower-minded and more convinced of our own unimpeachable rightness.

			
			But religions do not exist solely to provide comfort and affirmation. Each, Ruttenberg notes, is a comprehensive system that is also meant to call us on our callousness and selfishness and help us become more compassionate, ethical people. So while we should certainly learn from many different traditions, there’s something to be said for committing to one of them and engaging deeply with it—wrestling with it, learning from it, challenging it, and rejecting or reimagining the parts of it that have become obsolete.

			

			—

			So why Judaism?

			For those who were not born into a Jewish family, I think the answer to this question is: Because it speaks to you in some way, and you wish to join your fate with the fate of the Jewish people—perhaps because you’re marrying someone Jewish (though that certainly isn’t a requirement).

			While Jews do not proselytize, people who wish to convert are welcome. Conversion is a serious process that involves quite a bit of study. But once you convert, there’s generally no distinction between you and any other Jew, and Jewish law forbids belittling or disrespecting someone because of their status as a Jew by choice. Following conversion, you’re even considered to have Jewish ancestry—those who convert are traditionally given Hebrew names*8 that include “son/daughter of Abraham and Sarah.” They are recognized as descendants of the very first Jews.

			In every class I have taken, the people looking to convert were, by far, the most enthusiastic and knowledgeable. They brought a fresh perspective and a commitment that many of us born into Judaism lack.

			
			I think the answer to the “Why be Jewish?” question is different—and more challenging—for those of us born Jewish.*9 Answers to this question from previous generations often went something like: You should be Jewish because of the Holocaust and Israel. And because if you don’t practice Judaism and marry someone Jewish, Judaism will die out. And because being proudly Jewish is how we defy our enemies.

			I understand where these arguments are coming from, and some of them do have resonance for me. But I worry that they boil down to little more than “You should be Jewish so that Judaism can survive,” rather than a substantive case for the meaning, joy, and connection that Judaism and membership in the Jewish people can provide.

			But plenty of religions and secular philosophers offer belief systems that can provide meaning, joy, and connection—belief systems that may be even more compelling to us than Judaism.

			So again, why Judaism?

			One of the best answers I’ve found to this question comes in the form of the following hypothetical scenario laid out by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks: Picture a library filled with books describing various values you could choose to embrace and lifestyles you could choose to live. You’re free to pull any book off the shelf and browse its contents. If you like it, you can read other books on that topic or by that author. If not, you can just put it back and pick another.

			But imagine, Sacks writes, if on those shelves, you came across a book with your family’s name printed on its spine. He continues:

			
			Intrigued, you open it and see many pages written by different hands in many languages. You start reading it, and gradually you begin to understand what it is. It is the story each generation of your ancestors has told for the sake of the next, so that everyone born into this family can learn where they came from, what happened to them, what they lived for and why. As you turn the pages, you reach the last, which carries no entry but a heading. It bears your name.

			

			This is what Judaism is—it’s not just a religion, it is the story of a large, diverse family. Christianity is a religion (also quite diverse)—it’s based on a core set of beliefs. If you’re a Christian, but you one day decide that Jesus Christ was not the son of God and did not die for your sins, and that you don’t believe in God at all, you may well conclude that you’re no longer a Christian.

			By contrast, being Jewish, as the Israeli academic Ze’ev Maghen puts it, “is a lot more like ‘being one of the Goldblatt kids’.” No matter how estranged you are from your family, no matter how vehemently you reject their values, no matter whether you change your name and join another family, there is nothing you can do to erase the fact of being your parents’ offspring. It’s the same with being Jewish: If you’re Jewish, even if you disavow every single Jewish belief and convert to some other religion, Jewish law still considers you to be Jewish. You are always part of this family and its story. It is your story too.

			And standing there in that library, are you really going to view the book that contains that story—your family’s story—as just one of many that offer wisdom for how to live? Are you really going to put it back on the shelf and move on?

			Might some of those other books have wisdom that would resonate just as much for you as Judaism, if not more so? Absolutely, and I think you should read them too. But they are not the story of your family.

			Understanding our family’s story helps us know who we are and where we came from (which is why, as Rabbi Sacks points out, people who are adopted are often eager to learn about their birth families). And the story of the Jewish family happens to be a pretty good one—one that has lasted thousands of years despite determined efforts to snuff it out and has shaped some of the world’s most renowned people; birthed the world’s two largest religions, Christianity and Islam; and set forth some of the world’s most enduring ideas.

			

			—

			
			At this point, if you’re not Jewish, I hope you’re thinking, “Judaism sounds pretty interesting, I’d like to learn more.” My life has been greatly enriched by what I’ve learned about other religious traditions, and “don’t proselytize” doesn’t mean “don’t share,” so I’m excited to share with you what I’ve learned about Judaism. While the rest of this introduction is aimed at readers who are Jewish or considering becoming Jewish, and that is the core audience for this book, I would be thrilled to have readers of all faiths and none.

			If you are Jewish, I hope you’re also eager to learn more about Judaism. But I know that if the me of five years ago were reading this book right now, she would not only be surprised by what I’ve written so far, but quite skeptical. She would likely be thinking, “It’s great that Judaism is so meaningful for you, Future-Sarah, and I really am proud to be Jewish. But Judaism just isn’t an important part of my life right now.”

			“I’m an ethnic Jew,” Five-Years-Ago-Sarah might have said, or “I’m a cultural Jew,” or “For me, doing social justice is how I practice Judaism.”

			I fully embraced each of these identities at one point or another, maybe even more than one of them at a time. But I’ve come to realize that much of what I used to think about being an ethnic/cultural/social justice Jew doesn’t make sense.

			Let’s start with the notion of an “ethnic Jew.” It turns out that there is no one authentic Jewish ethnicity. Jews come in every race and ethnicity. There are Ashkenazi Jews, whose family trees stretch back through much of Europe; Sephardi Jews, who can trace their lineage back to Spain and Portugal; Mizraḥi Jews, who have ancestors from the Middle East and North Africa; and others. There are African American Jews, Latino Jews, Asian American Jews, and Native American Jews—both those who were born Jewish and those who became Jewish via conversion. And there are plenty of multiracial and multiethnic Jews too.

			
			I would also point out that ethnicity can be a dicey bet for long-term identity in a country like America with such a strong assimilationist pull. We can debate whether America is a melting pot or a salad bowl, but there is no denying that after a few generations in this country, the strength of many people’s ethnic identities wanes. Generations ago, being of Irish, Italian, or German descent was an important part of how many Americans defined themselves, but that is much less true for their great-grandchildren. And a recent study of people with Hispanic ancestry showed that the longer their families had been in America, the less likely they were to identify as Latino or Hispanic.

			As for being a “cultural Jew,” it would have been one thing if I had meant that I loved celebrating Jewish holidays and life cycle rituals or learning about Jewish history, literature, art, or ethics, but just wasn’t into the God/prayer aspects of Judaism. But by identifying as a “cultural Jew,” I really meant that I felt like I had a “Jewish personality”: funny in an edgy, gallows humor kind of way; anxious and convinced the worst is always going to happen; intellectual and into arguing about ideas.

			But all of that is also true of many people who are not Jewish. And there are plenty of Jews who are humorless, laid-back, unintellectual, and nonconfrontational to a fault, and that does not make them any less Jewish than the rest of us.

			By “cultural Jew,” I also probably meant that I wasn’t interested in practicing or learning about Judaism, but I’m fond of matzah ball soup, delight in discovering that famous people I admire are Jewish, and get a kick out of eating Chinese food on Christmas. There’s nothing wrong with any of that, but I think I was selling Judaism a bit short. As Rabbi Telushkin wrote, “The purpose of Jewish existence is not to eat Jewish foods, or tell Jewish jokes, or use Yiddish*10 words. It is to fight evil and to reduce suffering in the world.”

			
			As for being a social justice Jew, this one is more challenging, because I agree with Rabbi Telushkin that social justice is indeed a core purpose of Jewish existence. But by calling myself a social justice Jew, I wasn’t saying that my engagement with Judaism had inspired me to right the world’s wrongs. Rather, I meant that my career in public service was my engagement with Judaism.

			But Judaism isn’t the only religion that emphasizes social justice. Consider the story of Jesus, with his passionate insistence on caring for the least among us. There is an entire religion that urges its followers to be just like him. Also, check out the Koran—one of the five pillars of Islam is “Zakat,” or charity. And the Bhagavad Gita extols the value of selfless service to others. While Judaism certainly has its own unique approach to social justice, and social justice is indeed an important Jewish value, it is an important value in other traditions as well. And like those traditions, Judaism has a great deal to offer in addition to its commitment to bettering the world.

			That’s really the problem with being an ethnic, cultural, or social justice Jew: These are all incomplete notions of what Judaism is—notions that focus on just one aspect of it while ignoring everything else.

			For me, I think these labels were a way of saying: I’m proud to be Jewish, and I sense that I’m part of something bigger that in some way explains who I am—but I can’t quite articulate what that is. And while I can’t figure out how to connect with Judaism in a meaningful way, I wish I could, because it feels important.

			And it’s not just Jews like me on the less traditionally observant end of the spectrum who struggle with their Jewish identity. Plenty of very religious Jews at times feel like they’re just going through the motions, or even have full-on crises of belief and find themselves just as alienated by and disconnected from Judaism as I was.

			
			Yet, even some of the most disaffected Jews will admit that something inside them feels unsettled. Even if they won’t go anywhere near a synagogue, it still doesn’t feel quite right to attend their partners’ churches on Easter or have Christmas trees in their living rooms. And even if Judaism as they know it leaves them cold, there is something about it—albeit faint and inexplicable—that still tugs at them.

			There is a Yiddish phrase for this: “dos pintele yid,” which literally means “that little point of a Jew” and refers to that spark of Jewishness in each of us that we can’t quite manage to ignore, no matter how hard we may try.

			Kindling that spark, I believe, starts with recognizing that for many of us, our understanding of Judaism is frozen in childhood, limited to what our seventh-grade minds were capable of grasping. And while Judaism offers plenty to engage children, much of its deepest, most transformative wisdom is really only accessible to adults.

			I will be the first to admit that learning about Judaism as an adult is no small task. In addition to being a family, Judaism is also—as the influential twentieth-century American rabbi Mordecai Kaplan noted—a “civilization.” It has its own languages, history, customs, religion, holidays, and laws (which is why it’s quite unfair to expect Hebrew school teachers to give kids a decent Jewish education in just a few hours a week). Consequently, the source material about Judaism is mind-bogglingly vast—millions of pages written over thousands of years, much of it in Hebrew and other languages many of us don’t understand.

			There are plenty of secondary sources in English, but they’re often quite sophisticated and academic, inaccessible to those without a basic Jewish education and the patience to slog through dense writing. There are a number of books geared toward beginners, many of which have been tremendously helpful to me. But because Jews don’t proselytize, we don’t have centuries of experience explaining Judaism to those who know nothing about it. And while some of the introductory books I read did an excellent job laying out the mechanics of Jewish practice—how to celebrate holidays, when to recite prayers, what Jewish law says about various topics—I often struggled to figure out why these details mattered and how I could map them onto the topography of my own life.

			
			When I read books about Judaism, I’m sometimes reminded of my experience working with policy experts in the White House. If I was writing a speech about health care, a health care policy expert might have excitedly informed me, “Our health care policy is going to bend the cost curve and improve the delivery system!” That may indeed be impressive, but most people do not think about health care this way. They are not interested in the mechanics of how the policy works. They want to know whether their health insurance will be affordable and cover the care they need and the doctors they want to see. That is the beating heart of this issue for them—where they live it and feel it every day. It is a speechwriter’s job to cut through the policy jargon and find that beating heart.

			This is how I approach Judaism. Not as an expert—I have neither rabbinic training nor an academic degree in Jewish studies. But as a speechwriter trying to find its beating heart for myself and others—the places where we can live and feel Judaism’s wisdom in our lives, the parts of Judaism that feel like its deepest, most important truths. I’m essentially trying to write the book I wish I’d had five years ago, when I first started learning about Judaism as an adult—one that teaches the basics while also uncovering some of Judaism’s most profound ideas.

			Back then, I realized that to engage meaningfully with Judaism, I needed to be familiar with its sacred origins and evolution over time. Only once I had some familiarity with Judaism’s key holy text, the Torah, and understood how Jews have continued to interpret and reinterpret it for thousands of years, could I begin to appreciate the life-changing insights Judaism has to offer. This book is structured accordingly, with Part I focusing on the textual, historical, theological, and legal foundations of Judaism and Part II focusing on Jewish ethics, spiritual practices, holidays, and life cycle rituals. Throughout, I share not just my own struggles and thoughts but those of various rabbis, scholars, and Jewish leaders, both modern and historic.*11 So this book is not just my own story, but that of Jews throughout history who have done the seeking, learning, experimenting, and grappling required to make this tradition their own.

			
			Though I should be clear that this book is by no means a comprehensive, objective description of Judaism. I have neither the expertise nor the desire to attempt such a thing, nor do I think it’s possible. Judaism is vast and deep and shaped by so many different people, and perhaps you’ve heard the old joke: Two Jews, three opinions.

			I’m simply a Jew with some opinions—a Jew in the pew, as the saying goes, though I’m only rarely in the pew these days, so even that is probably an overstatement. While this book is informed by careful research and significant input from experts across the spectrum of Jewish practice and belief, it is simply an account of what in Judaism has most spoken to me. But I hope much of it will speak to you as well. I hope it will convince you that there is something in Judaism worth finding and inspire you to start—or continue—looking for yourself.

			At a time when all Jews are Jews by choice, we have to believe that Judaism is worth choosing. I wrote this book in the hope of showing you that it is.

		

		
			*1  Note that a number of Hebrew words that appear in this book, including “Ḥanukkah,” begin with a Hebrew letter that has a guttural “H” sound and can be rendered as “H” or “Ch” in English. I’ve chosen to follow the convention of designating that guttural “H” with an “H” with a dot under it (ḥ/Ḥ) because I think “Ch” can be confusing for English speakers, who tend to mistakenly pronounce it like the “Ch” in “Chair.” I have, however, kept “Ch” when quoting from others who use it and in other select circumstances.

			*2  Though Judaism is not just a religion—we’ll get to that shortly.

			*3  In Judaism, the word “observant” is generally used to mean something like “religious,” and it refers to those who observe traditional Jewish laws. Orthodox Judaism is considered the most observant denomination, followed by Conservative Judaism, and then Reform Judaism. But as we will discuss in Chapter 4, I question this definition of “observant” and will use the phrase “traditionally observant” instead (though even that phrase is problematic since, as we’ll see in later chapters, Jewish tradition is constantly evolving).

			*4  Though the Orthodox population appears to be growing, with a birthrate more than twice as high as that of other Jews.

			*5  The reverse seems to be rare: Only seven percent of Jews who grew up Reform have switched to Conservative or Orthodox Judaism, and only four percent of those raised Conservative have transitioned to Orthodoxy.

			*6  Shabbat, the Jewish Sabbath, is celebrated each week from Friday night through Saturday night and includes a special Friday night dinner. We’ll discuss further in Chapter 7.

			*7  These are the Jewish dietary laws—the ones that prohibit eating pork, among other rules. We’ll discuss further in Chapter 5.

			*8  Your Hebrew name is the name you use in Jewish ritual contexts (at your bar/bat mitzvah and in your wedding documents, for example). It is composed of your first name (or a Hebraicized version of your first name) and possibly other names, followed by “son/daughter of,” and then the Hebrew names of your parents. If your first name doesn’t have an obvious Hebrew parallel, you may have a separate Hebrew first name. An example of a Hebrew name is as follows: “Leah Sarah, daughter of David Moshe and Tamar Devorah.”

			*9  Different Jewish denominations have different rules about whether they consider a child Jewish. The Orthodox and Conservative position is that a child is Jewish only if the child’s mother is Jewish (if not, the child will have to convert). The Reform and Reconstructionist movements consider a child Jewish if either of the child’s parents is Jewish and the child is raised as a Jew. And FYI, the Reform and Reconstructionist approach is not a modern innovation: Until the first century, Judaism was passed on through the father, not the mother.

			*10  Yiddish is a language once commonly spoken by European Jews and still spoken by a small number of people today.

			*11  I share their words and ideas not necessarily because of who they are, or because I agree with all of their views. Rather, I cite them because something they’ve written or said has helped me understand and appreciate Judaism. I thus do not include biographical information on them unless I feel that it’s relevant to the content of their quotes.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART I

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			In the Beginning and In the Image: The Torah

			Growing up, I knew the Torah was the large scroll at the front of the synagogue that was sometimes unfurled and read from during services. And I had a vague sense that it was Judaism’s core sacred text. But while I was familiar with some of its stories and characters, I had no idea that it is the first five books of the Hebrew Bible—known as the “Tanakh”—which Christians refer to as “the Old Testament.”*1

			When I first read the Torah as an adult, and I learned that just about all of Judaism is rooted in its words, that did not exactly fill me with confidence. I found parts of it to be moving and relatable, but with its bizarre rituals, fallible characters, supernatural occurrences, and not so warm and fuzzy God, the Torah did not strike me as an ideal text upon which to base a major world religion.

			
			I’ve since come around and now understand that the Torah is filled with revolutionary ideas, deep insights into the human condition, and profound moral wisdom. But getting there was a process—one I went through with many aspects of Judaism I encountered—from skepticism or disdain, to gradual comprehension and grudging appreciation, to outright appreciation and, often, something that feels like love.

			
				THE TORAH’S PLOT

				In my skepticism/disdain phase, I read the Torah mainly for plot, as a quasi-historical account of the exploits of my ancestors. Read this way, the Torah goes something like this:

			

			
				Book One: Genesis

				Creation Story #1: God brings the world and humans into being in six days via a series of verbal commands and then rests on the seventh day.

				Creation Story #2: God creates Adam out of the dust of the earth, breathes life into him, settles him in the Garden of Eden, forbids him to eat from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, and creates Eve from his side.*2 Adam and Eve eat from the forbidden tree, and God expels them from the Garden.

				Adam and Eve have two sons, Cain and Abel. God accepts a sacrifice from Abel, and not Cain. Cain becomes jealous and kills Abel.

				People multiply on earth and behave badly. God sends a flood to wipe out everyone but a man named Noah, his family, and a select group of animals. God then makes a covenant with all humankind and animalkind never to do so again.

				
				God tells a man named Abram to leave his native land of Mesopotamia for a new land, the Promised Land (known as Canaan),*3 which his descendants will inherit*4 (and God declares that they will become “a great nation”*5). Abram does so, along with his wife, Sarai.

				Sarai is infertile and tells Abram to take her Egyptian maid, Hagar, as a surrogate. Hagar gets pregnant. Sarai is jealous and mistreats Hagar. Hagar runs away. God comforts Hagar and tells her to return. Hagar gives birth to Ishmael. God helps Sarai conceive (at the age of ninety) and changes her name to Sarah and Abram’s name to Abraham.

				God threatens to kill all the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah because of their cruelty and immorality.*6 Abraham pushes back on God, convincing God to relent if there are at least ten righteous men to be found. There aren’t. God goes through with God’s plan.

				Sarah gives birth to Isaac. Years later, God tells Abraham to sacrifice Isaac as a burnt offering, but stops him just as he’s about to do so.

				Isaac grows up, marries Rebekah, and they have twin sons, Jacob and Esau. Jacob gets Esau (who came out of the womb first) to give up the inheritance due to him as the firstborn son and then, at Rebekah’s urging, swindles him out of an important deathbed blessing from their father. Esau vows revenge, and Jacob flees to his uncle, Laban. Jacob falls in love with Laban’s daughter, Rachel; is tricked by Laban into marrying his other daughter, Leah; but then marries Rachel too.*7

				Jacob decides to reconcile with Esau. On his way to meet his brother, he encounters a mysterious being with whom he has an overnight wrestling match. Jacob prevails, and the being changes Jacob’s name to “Israel” and declares, “For you have wrestled with God and man and have prevailed.” Jacob and Esau have a touching reunion.

				Jacob and his family settle in Canaan. Jacob’s favorite son, Joseph, annoys his brothers, and they retaliate by selling him into slavery. Through a series of unfortunate, and then fortunate, events, Joseph becomes the deputy of the Egyptian Pharaoh. When a famine hits, Jacob sends his sons to Egypt to purchase food. They come before Joseph, the brothers eventually reconcile, and the whole family moves to Egypt.*8

			

			
				
				Book Two: Exodus

				The Israelites are fruitful and multiply in Egypt, but then a new Pharaoh comes to power who feels threatened by their numbers and enslaves them. Pharaoh orders two midwives to kill any baby boys born to Israelites. The midwives refuse. Pharaoh then orders all Egyptians to drown any boy born to the Israelites.

				An Israelite woman gives birth to a son. Unable to hide him from the Egyptians, she puts him in a basket on the Nile River while his sister, Miriam, hovers nearby. Pharaoh’s daughter comes to bathe in the river, discovers the baby, realizes he’s an Israelite, but rescues him anyway. Miriam helpfully offers her mother as a wet nurse for the baby. Once the baby is weaned, Pharaoh’s daughter adopts him and gives him an Egyptian name: Moses.

				When Moses grows up, he sees an Egyptian beating an Israelite and intervenes to defend the Israelite, killing the Egyptian. Moses flees to a land called Midian, where he defends the daughters of a Midianite priest named Jethro from shepherds blocking them from getting water for their father’s sheep. Moses later marries one of the daughters, Zipporah.

				God appears to Moses in a burning bush, which miraculously is not consumed by the flames, declares an intent to free the Israelites from Egypt and bring them to the Promised Land, and states that Moses will be leading this rescue mission. Moses repeatedly demurs, noting that he is “slow of speech and slow of tongue.” God is irritated, but offers to appoint Moses’ brother, Aaron, as Moses’ spokesperson. Moses accepts the charge.

				
				Moses and Aaron return to Egypt and repeatedly try to convince Pharaoh to release the Israelites. Pharaoh repeatedly refuses, and God unleashes a series of plagues (Nile River turning to blood, frogs, lice, etc.) culminating in the death of all firstborn offspring (human and animal) in Egypt. Per God’s instructions, the Israelites mark their doorposts with lamb’s blood so God will know to pass over their homes and not kill their firstborn.

				Pharaoh finally lets the Israelites go, then changes his mind and chases them down. God parts the Sea of Reeds*9 so the Israelites can cross, and then drowns the pursuing Egyptians. The Israelites enter the wilderness and bitterly complain about their hunger. God provides food for them in the form of a substance they call “manna.”

				God decides to address the entire Israelite population at Mount Sinai and outlines the terms of a covenant God would like to make with them. God starts with the Ten Commandments (which, in addition to laws against lying, stealing, and murdering, include prohibitions on idolatry and worshipping other gods, as well as instructions for observing the Sabbath). God then dictates additional laws regarding slavery, mistreatment of parents, kidnapping, assault, sorcery, gossip, bribery, and other transgressions, along with guidelines for observing festivals. God is also adamant about ensuring just treatment of the vulnerable, issuing laws to protect widows, orphans, strangers,*10 and the poor.

				The Israelites agree to this covenant.

				Moses leaves to spend forty days and nights with God on Mount Sinai, where God gives him painstakingly detailed instructions for the construction of the Tabernacle, a portable sanctuary where God will appear and receive sacrifices from the Israelites. With Moses gone for so long, the Israelites get anxious, and they create and start worshipping a golden calf, violating the no-idolatry provision of the covenant. God is enraged and threatens to kill them all. Moses convinces God to refrain from doing so.

				
				The Israelites build the Tabernacle, and God settles in to accompany them on their journey to the Promised Land.

			

			
				Book Three: Leviticus

				God issues numerous instructions for how the Israelites should worship God by making sacrifices (of animals, grains, oil)*11 for various purposes (to atone for sins, express gratitude). God also specifies the following: what animals the Israelites may and may not eat; how they should restore personal purity in the wake of skin diseases, childbirth, menstruation, and male ejaculation; and with whom they may have sexual relations.

				In addition, God establishes various holidays; issues more laws for how the Israelites should treat each other, including a strong prohibition on child sacrifice and decrees for periodic redistribution of wealth; and details the rewards (fertile fields and people, victory over enemies) and punishments (death, disease, despair, defeat by enemies) the Israelites will receive for following/breaking these laws.

			

			
				Book Four: Numbers

				God organizes the twelve Israelite tribes into quasi-military formation in preparation for their impending journey through the desert and tells Moses to take a census of all men old enough to bear arms. The Israelites then set off for the Promised Land with God guiding their way.

				God tells Moses to dispatch spies to scout out the Promised Land. The spies are easily spooked, and upon returning they deliver a hyperbolic report claiming that Canaan is filled with fortified cities and giant people—though two of the spies, Caleb and Joshua, disagree. The Israelites panic and demand to go back to Egypt. God is now very frustrated and decrees that the Israelites will wander for forty years in the desert, and with the exception of Caleb and Joshua, only future generations will enter the Promised Land.

				
				Moses executes an order from God not exactly as God wished, and God informs Moses that he won’t get to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land.

			

			
				Book Five: Deuteronomy

				When the Israelites reach the border of the Promised Land, Moses addresses them in a series of speeches in which he recaps the highlights of their journey; reminds them of everything God has done for them; reviews the laws God has set out for them; warns them of the horrific things (pestilence, starvation, madness, cannibalism) that will befall them if they don’t uphold their end of

				

				—

				
			

			
				WHAT ARE WE SUPPOSED TO MAKE OF ALL THIS?

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
				

			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				THE TORAH’S CORE ANIMATING IDEA: IN THE IMAGE

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
						
						
					

						
						
					

						
						
					

				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				GOD IS POWERFUL…BUT SO ARE HUMAN BEINGS

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
					
				

				
				
				
				
					
				

			
				
			

			
				GOD CARES DEEPLY ABOUT THE VULNERABLE AND SO SHOULD WE

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				LET’S ALL CALM DOWN ABOUT “CHOSENNESS”

				
				
				
				
				
				
					
				

				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				THE JEWISH MISSION IN THE WORLD—THEN AND NOW

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				BUT WHAT ABOUT THE AWFUL PARTS OF THE TORAH?
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