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Judaism

Eliezer Segal

Judaismis thereligiousway of life of thenationthathasbeen
known variously as Israel, the Hebrews,or the Jews.Though
their homelandis in the Middle East,Jewsare found through-
out the world, andJudaismhastakendiverseforms in its long
historyandgeographicdispersion.Nevertheless,it hasremained
throughouta monotheisticfaith, devotedto the uniqueall-pow-
erful God who rules over nature and history. Jews see them-
selvesas the descendantsof the patriarchAbraham,who lived
four thousandyearsagoandwho enteredinto a covenantwith
God. Central to the covenantwas adherenceto a divinely re-
vealedsetof commandmentsandlaws.

This chapterwill describethe sacredscripturesof the Jews,
aswell asothertextsandtraditionsthat they hold asauthorita-
tive.

ffiLLEL AND THE TWO TORAHS

The following legendis told abouttheJewishsageHillel the
Elder (first century B.C.£.). The ostensiblesubjectof the inter-
changeis theTOtah,which (aswe shall seein greaterdetail be-
low) is the holiestsectionof theJewishscriptures.
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A manonceapproachedHillel, andsaid to him: "Master,
how manyTorahshavebeengiven?"
[Hillel] repliedto him: "Two: a written Torahandan oral
Torah."
[The man] said to him: "I trust you with regard to the
written one, but not with regardto theoral one."
[Hillel) said to him: "Sit down, my son." He then wrote
him thealeph bet [the lettersof the Hebrewalphabet).
[Hillel] askedhim: "What is this letter?"
[The man) replied "Aleph."
He said: "It is not analeph but a bet."
[Hillel] askedhim: "What is this letter?"
He said: "Bet."
[Hillel] said: "It is not a bet but a gimel."
[Hillel] saidto him: "From wheredo you know thatthis is
analephandthis is a betand this is a gimel? Indeed,thus
hasit beenhandeddownfrom our ancestorsthatthis is an
alephandthis is a betand this is a gimel.Justasyou have
acceptedthat on faith, so must you now acceptthis on
faith. "

This anecdoteillustratessuccinctly how, from early times,
Jewishsageshavebeenawarethat the written text of theTorah
cannotspeakto us unlessit is mediatedthrougha living tradi-
tion. Ultimately, it is the unwrittentraditionthatchooseswhich
booksare to be acceptedasauthoritative,andassignsmeaning
andgrammarto thegraphicsignsthatmakeup the written lan-
guage.

A TALE OF TWO FESTIVALS

The interplaybetweenthe written andoral facetsof the reli-
gious traditioncanbe aptly illustratedin the following descrip-
tions of two holidaysin theJewishannualcalendar.

Holiday #1
Thefirst holiday is boundcloselyto theagriculturalcyclesof

the Landof Israeland its observanceappearsto be restrictedto

that geographicalsetting. On an unspecifieddate (evidently a
Sunday)at the beginningof thegrain harvest,a sheafof the first
produce(apparentlybarley) is given to a priestto be broughtto
thesanctuary.Thepriestwavesthe sheaf,thenburnsa lamb on
thealtarof thecentralsanctuary.This cultic ritual, anacknowl-
edgmentof thedivine sourceof theagriculturalbounty,mustbe
performedbeforethe newgraincrop is permittedto be usedfor
generalconsumption.

From that day sevenweeksarecounted,totalling forty-nine
days.On the fiftieth day, on whicheverdatethat turnsout (evi-
dently also a Sunday),two leavenedloavesare offered by the
priestsin thesanctuary,accompaniedby elaborateanimaloffer-
ingsof lambs,bullocks,rams,andassortedlibations.This day is
treatedasa festival in thatno servilework is to beperformed.In
mostother respectsits direct impactseemsto be limited to the
precinctsof the Templeand to the hereditarypriesthoodwho
officiate therein.Therefore,onecanraisesomegravequestions
aboutthe relevanceof the holy day to Jewswho dwell outside
their homeland,or at a time when thereis no Templestanding
in Jerusalem.The purposeof the ceremonyis not explicitly de-
fined in scripture,thoughit would appearto beanotherexpres-
sion of gratitudefor the grain harvest.

Holiday #2
Our secondholiday hasa preciselydefineddate,on thesixth

dayof the Hebrewmonthof Sivan,thoughit canoccuron any
day of the week. This datemarks the anniversaryof a central
event in Israel's sacredhistory, arguably the most important
milestonein that long andeventful saga:the day on which the
almighty God, Creatorof the heavenandearth,appearedpub-
licly to theassembledpeopleof Israelat a mountainin theSinai
wildernessto revealto themhis sacredmessage.This revelation
was initially a spokenone, uttered in the Hebrew language,
thoughit waswritten downwith meticulousprecisionby Moses,
the greatestof God'sprophets.Accordingto traditionalJewish
belief, the documentthat resultedfrom this revelationwas the
Torah ("teaching," "instruction") comprisingthe first five vol-
umesof the HebrewBible. Every word and letter, copiedfaith-
fully over the generations,is sacred.
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The celebrationof this holiday is not focusedin the Temple
but in thehomeandin thesynagogue;thelatterinstitution,whose
namederivesfrom a Greekword meaning"houseof assembly"
(equivalentto the Hebrewbeit k'neset),is a gatheringpoint for
all segmentsof thepopulace,not merelythepriests.In thesyna-
gogue,communalprayersare recited,someof which arecom-
mon to the daily li.turgical structures.and someof which are
uniqueto the themesof this holy day, "the seasonof thegiving
of our Torah," asit is designatedin manyof the prayers.As an
expressionof thefestival joy, passagesfrom the biblical book of
Psalms1 areintonedby the congregation.Thedramaticpassage
from theTorahthat describestheTheophanyat Mount Sinai is
chantedfrom a Torah scroll, followed by a readingfrom the
prophetEzekiel's mystical vision of God enthronedupon an
angelicchariot,a passagethat is regardedasthematicallysimi-
lar in its portrayalof intimatecontactbetweenthecelestialand
mortal realms.The biblical bookof Ruth, a pastoralromance
that tells of the ancestryof the Israelite royal family, is also
read.A scholarwell-versedin the tradition, knownasa Rabbi,
gets up to speakbeforethe congregation,expoundingon the
scriptural readings,explaining them in the light of the inter-
pretationsof traditional commentators,and concluding the
sermonwith a spiritedexhortationto the assembledworship-
ersto intensifytheir devotionto thestudyandobservanceof the
Torah.

Thefestiveatmosphereextendsto the homeaswell. As is the
caseon mostJewishholy days, the sanctityof the occasionis
expressedprimarily by meansof the restrictionsthatareplaced
on workadayactivities,thoughthesearenot assevereason the
weekly sabbath.For example,cooking is permittedon a festi-
va1,2asis thecarryingof burdensin apublic thoroughfare,though
neitherof theseactivitieswould be allowedon a Saturday.The
family gathersfor ceremonialmeals.The eveningmeal is inau-
guratedwith therecitationof theKiddushblessing,in which the
day is sanctifiedover a cup of wine. Referencesto the holiday's
themeare insertedinto the graceafter everymeal. Many com-
munities have special culinary traditions associatedwith the
holiday,suchaseatingdairy dishesor fashioningthe breadinto
symbolicshapes.J

What is arguablythe mostextraordinaryfact aboutour de-
scriptionof the two festivals is that theyare, in reality, the very
samefestival, the day known in HebrewasShavu'ot,the Feast
of Weeks.

In the first versionwe restrictedourselvesto the informa-
tion containedin the written text of the Torah (Lv 23:9-21),
whereasthesecondaccountdescribedtheelaborateandmean-
ingful religious observancesthat developedin theJewishoral
tradition.

At first blushit is impossibleto believethat the two descrip-
tionscouldpossiblybeof thesameholiday.Thesecondis notan
elaborationof thefirst but seemsto contradictit on severalcru-
cial points! Doesthe holiday havea fixed dateor doesit not?
Can it fall only on Sundays,or on other days as well? Was it
ordainedto give thanksfor the grain harvestor to commemo-
rate the revelationat Sinai?The two descriptionsseemutterly
incompatiblewith oneanother.

Soextremeis thecontrastthata studyof the developmentof
theJewishFeastof Weeksprovidesanexcellentexampleof both
the interactionbetweenwritten andoral traditionsand the im-
pactthey haveon the living community.

PHARISEES,SADDUCEES,
AND ANCESTRAL TRADITIONS

Theearliestsourcesthatmakeconsciousmentionof aJewish
oral tradition are connectedto sectariandebatesthat arosein
the lastcenturiesbeforethecommonera.Documentsfrom that
time note that the affirmation of an extra-scripturaltradition
was originally the ideology of one faction among the several
that fragmentedtheJudaismof the time: the movementknown
asPharisaism.

Long beforethis stageof history, theauthorityof theHebrew
Bible had takensolid root amongall segmentsof the commu-
nity. No one disputedthe divine origin of the Torah or the
authorityof its laws. Therewasalsoa consensusthat thekind
of divine communicationthat is embodiedin the ancientHe-
brew scriptureshad long sincecometo an endandthat God's
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messageto humansnow could be discoveredonly through a
readingof the inspiredteachingsof the prophetsof old.

Wheredisagreementdid existwason thequestionof author-
ity outside the text of the Bible. The party known as the
Sadducees,which representedthe valuesandinterestsof thees-
tablishedhigh priesthood,arguedthat the receivedscripture,
whoseadministrationhad beenassignedto the priestly dynas-
ties,wastheexclusiverepositoryof sacredteachings.Any tradi-
tion for which a sourcecould not be found in the written Torah
mustbe regardedasa humaninventionthatcould not lay claim
to religioussanction.This excludedfrom tfte compassof Juda-
ism many cherishedpracticesand beliefs that had taken firm
hold amongthecommonpeople,largelycomposedof rural peas-
antry.It alsoimplied thatextensiverealmsof humanexperience
arereligiously irrelevantbecausetheyarenot mentionedexplic-
itly in the Torah.

A very different outlook was taughtby the Pharisees.They
were reluctantto acknowledgethat the all-knowing authorof
theTorahhadexcludedanythingfrom thescopeof its guidance.
Many traditions,thoughnot written in the Bible, could be ob-
servedin the living experienceof the covenantcommunity.The
ancienthistorianJosephusFlaviusspeaksof thePhariseesasbeing
renownedfor their expertisein the Law (that is, theTorah)and
in the "ancestraltraditions."4Insofar as we are able to recon-
structthecontentof theseancestraltraditionsduringthesecond
JewishCommonwealth,it appearsthat theyconsistedlargelyof
customsthathadbeenadoptedby thepopulace,sometimesfrom
Babylonian or Persianinfluences,but which had no explicit
sourcein theLaw of Moses.5 WhentheSecondJerusalemTemple
was destroyedby the Romansin 70 C.E., the flexible Pharisaic
ideology,with its belief in a religion that permeatedevery area
of human endeavor,was the only streamto survive. It now
evolvedinto what is customarilydesignatedRabbinicJudaism
(after the title Rabbi,which was usedto addresstheir religious
leaders).Moresignificantly,throughpainstakingscholarshipinto
the deepestlevels of textual interpretationthey were able to
uncoverscripturalteachingsthat were not apparentat a cur-
sory reading.Thus,the Rabbiscultivateda modelof spiritual

authority that was vestednot in priestly pedigreeor in with-
drawal from the mainstreamsociety,but in scholarship,devo-
tion, andcommunityinvolvement.

TheancientRabbisbequeathedto us a rich literary recordof
their studiesof thewritten andoral traditions.Thesewereclas-
sified underthegeneralcategoriesofHalakhah(law) andaggadah
(homiletics,exegesis,moralmaxims,etc.).The mostauthorita-
tive of theseworks was the legal compendiumknown as the
Mishnah,completedin Palestinein the early third century;en-
cyclopedic collections of discussionsbasedon the Mishnah,
known as Talmuds,were composedover the following centu-
ries.6 Throughoutancienttimes,a strict prohibition wasmain-
tainedagainstputting thosetraditions into writing. Commen-
tariesand law codescontinueto be composedto this day.

Thereareseveralfeaturesabouttheevolutionof the Feastof
Weeksthatcanserveas instructiveillustrationsof the methods
and objectivesof the oral tradition in its interactionswith the
written scripture.

LUNAR AND SOLAR CALENDARS

Let us beginwith thatirreconcilablemysteryof a festival that
at once has an identifiable dateon the calendar-andyet has
none. This contradictionis rooted in the Hebrewwording of
Leviticus (23:11),wherethecountingof thesevenweeksis said
to begin after the shabbat,the day of rest that is usually pre-
sumedto be Saturday.In this unique instancethe sagesof the
oral Torahinsistedthata differentday wasbeingidentified, the
first day of Passover(which wasmentionedin thepreviouspas-
sage),when, as on all biblical festival days,work was prohib-
ited. To the outsider,that interpretationappearsutterly incon-
sistentwith the standardusage.

From the DeadSeaScrolls we now know that at issuewas
more than the interpretationof a single biblical passageor the
celebrationof a particularfestival. The rival Jewishmovements
of theSecondCommonwealthwerestubbornlypromotingradi-
cally differentcalendars.This wasnota questionof life rhythms
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or astronomicalcalculationbut involved gravequestionsof sa-
credlaw. Accordingto theTorah,theviolation of festival prohi-
bitions-workingon a day of rest,eatingon the Day of Atone-
ment,or consumingleavenedbreadon Passover-incurredsevere
penalties,whetherthey wereexecutedby humanor supernatu-
ral agencies.A situationin which one segmentof the commu-
nity treatedasprofanewhatfor otherswasholy madeit impos-
sible for thosesegmentsto dwell together.

Although the Bible dateseventsin monthsand years,we do
not know exactlywhat it meansby thoseconcepts.Somepost-
biblical movementsadheredto a sophisticatedsolaryear total-
ling 364days,a numberthat hadtheadvantageof beingevenly
divisible by seven.This meantthatholidayscouldalsobecounted
on to recur on the sameday of the week in every subsequent
year. Therefore,for adherentsof this calendar,suchas the au-
thors of many of the Dead SeaScrolls, it was crucial that the
Feastof Weeksbe identified by its placein theweekratherthan
the month.7

The acceptedJewishcalendar,championedby the common
peopleandtheir Pharisaicrepresentatives,is composedof months
that are measuredaccordingto the actualphasesof the moon,
that is, monthsof twenty-nineor thirty days.Sincetwelve such
monthsaddup to only 354days,anadditionalthirteenthmonth
is appendedto certainyearsin order to restoresynchroniza-
tion with the solarcyclesthat determinethe agricultural sea-
sons,andhencearecrucial to the themesof manyof theJewish
festivals.

The historianmight be inclined to view theJewishadoption
of this reckoningasa simpleborrowingfrom theBabylonianor
Metonic systems.However,there is much more at stake.Built
into the foundationsof this lunar-solarcalendar,asit wasimple-
mentedby RabbinicJudaism,is the need for the community
itself to decidewheneverymonth beginsandwhento insert the
extra months.The sagesof the oral tradition saw it as a pro-
found actof partnershipbetweenthedivine andmortal realms.
In a bold Rabbinichomily we hearof God consentingto post-
ponethe judgmentof humanity,which normally takesplaceon
the HebrewNew Year, until his humanchildrenhaveofficially
announcedthe determinationof the beginningof the month.

If, for any reason,the court decidesto put off the begin-
ning of the yearby oneday, the Holy Onetells the minis-
tering angels: "Remove the dais, dismiss the advocates,
dismiss the clerks, since the court on earthhas decreed
that the New Year will not begin till tomorrow."8

MlDRASH:
THE ORAL TRADITION INTERPRETSTHE WRITTEN

As always,the evolutionof the oral tradition was tied to the
meticulousexaminationof the written text. The Hebrewterm
for this activity is Midrash ("seekingout"). Historianshavesug-
gestedthat many of the distinctive midrashictropeswere bor-
rowed from the modesof Greek and Latin rhetoric and legal
discourse;9however,thegenreis quintessentiallyJewish,founded
upon the belief in the divine authorshipof the scriptures.Be-
causeeveryletterandcalligraphicornamentationin the Bible is
believedto be of infinite significance,it is thereforea religious
duty to uncoverasmuchaspossibleof its manylayersof mean-
ing. lO Towardthatendtheycultivatedsophisticatedmethodsof
eliciting from thetext far morethanis visible to thecasualreader.

In our presentinstance,we canappreciatehow carefully the
Rabbistracedthe Torah'stime line of the Israelites'sojournin
thewildernessfrom their departurefrom EgyptonPassoveruntil
their encampmentbeneathMount Sinai.\1 Theynotedthatonly
by assumingthe validity of the traditional lunar-solarcalendar
couldtheyarriveat thecorrespondencebetweenthedatesof the
scriptural Feastof Weeksand of the most importantanniver-
sary in Jewishsacredhistory, the revelationof the Torah itself.
Without this, Judaismwould be left without any ritual day of
commemorationfor this occasion.

SCRIPTUREIN THE SYNAGOGUE

Anotherconspicuousfeaturein the living celebrationof the
Feastof Weekswas its celebrationin the synagogue.This is an-
otherinstitution whoseoriginsareunclearto the historians,but
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which hasexerciseda decisiveinfluenceon Jewishspirituality
from the beginningsof the commonera. Sometrace it to the
Babyloniancaptivity, whereit servedas a centerof communal
religious expressionfor generationswho had beendepnvedof
their holy Temple.Othersseeits beginningsin the attemptsof
EgyptianJewsin the third centuryB.C.E. to overcometheir geo-
graphicseparationfrom Jerusalem.At any rate, thesynagogue
cameto coexistwith theJerusalemsanctuary,allOWing expres-
sion to religious needsthatcould not be accommodatedby the
priestlysacrificial service.12

Although the synagoguelater cameto be identified with the
recitationof formal communalprayer,a form of devotionalwor-
shipthatwasnot prescribedin thescripturaltradition,theearli-
est recordsassociateit with the readingand teachingof theTo-

rah.
Thefive volumesof theTorahconstitutethecoreof theJew-

ish sacredscriptures.They are believedto be entirely of divine
origin, with no significant humancomponent.However,Jews
recognizea largerbodyof ancientliteratureasbeingprophettc,
that is, issuingfrom divine revelationor inspiration.TheJeWish
Bible containsthe sameworks that are found in the standard
Christian"Old Testament"(twenty-fourbooksaccordingto the
traditionaldivision).13

TheprevailingJewishclassificationdividestheHebrewBible
into threesections:

Torah: Relatingthehistoryof Israelfrom thecreationuntil the
deathof the prophetMoses.Central to the Torah is the large
bodyof lawsandpreceptsrevealedthroughMosesatMountSinai.

Prophets:Historical narrativestracingthe history of the na-
tion until the beginningsof theSecondCommonwealth;aswell
as the teachingsof "prophets,"spiritual figures who aroseto
proclaimGod'sword to the people.

SacredWritings (oftendesignatedin theGreekform, "Hagio-
grapha"): a heterogeneousassortmentof texts,mostly from the
later yearsof the biblical era.14

Although the traditionalJewishbelief is that the full text of
theTorahwasrevealeddirectly to Moses,historicalscholarship
seesit asa compositework thatevolvedovermanygenerations

outof diversedocumentsandoral traditions,reachingits defini-
tive form duringtheeraof theBabyloniancaptivity (ca. 587-30
B.C.E.). biblical tradition itself (Neh 8) relateshow the Torahof
Moseswas publicly readin Jerusalembeforethe full assembly
of the returnedexiles,who took it upon themselvesto conduct
their private and communallives in accordancewith its pre-
cepts.BecauseJewishtradition hasalways insistedthat mem-
bers of the community be intimately familiar with the sacred
laws containedin holy scripture,religiousstudyandeducation
havealwaysbeensupremevalues.

TheHebrewterm that is employedin ancientJewishtexts to
designatethe full JewishBible is Miqra', which means"recita-
tion from a written text." This reflectsits standingin the liturgi-
cal rhythm of the community.Public assembliesare convened
on regularoccasionsduring which the texts from the Bible are
readaloudto thepeople,astheTorahhadbeenreadby Ezra.In
large measurethe structuresthat wereset in placefor this pur-
posein ancienttimesarestill operativetoday.

The main lectionarycycle is for the sequentialreadingof the
Torahon Saturdays,the biblical Sabbath.Consecutivesections
arereadeachweekuntil the five bookshavebeencompleted.In
theancientPalestinianrite thereadingsweredistributedso that
they could be completedin aboutthreeand a half years.Cur-
rently, almost all Jewish communitiesfollow the Babylonian
practiceof completingthe readingof the Torah over a single
year.

TheTorahis alsoreadpublicly on festivalsandotherspecial
calendarevents.For thoseoccasionsa passageis selectedthat
relatesto thethemeof theday.Accordingto a longstandingprac-
tice, readingsarealsoordainedfor Saturdayafternoon,aswell
asMondayandThursdaymornings.In this way no Jewwould
haveto go morethanthreedayswithout exposureto the words
of Torah.ls The weekdayreadingsare very brief, consistingof
the first few versesof the largersectionthatwill be readon the
following Saturdaymorning.

The ritual readingmust be donefrom a handwrittenscroll
inscribedon parchmentaccordingto preciseregulations.Each
copy must be letter-perfect;if an error or erasureshould be
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discovered,then the scroll mustbe removedfrom useuntil it is
corrected.In this way the precisetext of the Bible hasbeenpre-
servedwith remarkableaccuracyfor thousandsof years.

TheHebrewalphabetin which biblical textsarewritten does
not havevisual signs for most vowels. Furthermore,there is a
traditionalsystemof cantillationthat incorporatesbothsyntac-
tic and musical elementsfor chantingthe biblical texts in the
synagogue.Initially, all thesefeaturescould be transmittedonly
throughmemorization,a demandingprocessthat occupiedthe
mainportionof theelementaryschoolcurriculum.16 Eventhough
a systemof written notationfor the vowels andmusicalchant-
ing was introducedin the early medievalera, thesesigns may
not bewritten into thescrollsthatarereadin thesynagogue,so
that the ability to read the Bible in the synagoguerequiresex-
tensiveskill andeffort.

In the liturgical readingof theTorahthe passagesareappor-
tionedamongseveralindividuals,17 in proportionto thesanctity
of the day, ranging from three on a weekdayto sevenon the
Sabbath.Though originally these participantsperformedthe
actual reading,it is now normal, sinceso few individuals are
competentto readfrom an unvocalizedtext, to havea trained
functionarydo the reading,while the participantsrecite bless-
ings at theopeningandconclusionof thedesignatedportions.IS

An ancient liturgical practice that has fallen into disuseis
thatof providinga translation(Targum)aftereachversein Ara-
maic, the languagespokenby mostJewsin IsraelandBabylonia.
With thedeclineof Aramaic,thespokenTargumhasbeenaban-
doned by almost all Jewishcommunities,though the ancient
Aramaicversionsarestill studied.l9

The sacredscrollsof theToraharethe focal point of a syna-
gogue.Theyareclothedin decorativecasingsor mantles,which
areoften basedon regal imagery,andhousedin a special"ark"
in the front of the sanctuary.Their removalfor readingor their
return to the ark is done in solemnprocessionas worshipers
symbolicallykiss themin adoration.At theconclusionof a pub-
lic readingtheyareraisedaloft andthecongregationrecites"and
this is the law thatMosesplacedbeforethe Childrenof Israel"
(Dt 4:44).Out of respect,thecongregationremainsstandingat

any time theTorahis not at rest in theclosedark or on its read-
ing table.

On Sabbathsandfestivalsthe readingfrom theTorah is con-
cludedwith a passagefrom the Prophets.Thepassageis usually
selectedbasedon a thematicaffinity to thereadingin theTorah,
though the connectionis sometimesrelatedto othercalendric
considerations.Most of the Hagiographabooks are not read
formally in thesynagogue,theexceptionsbeingfive scrollsthat
areassociatedwith certainannualholy days.

Analogousto the phenomenonof translatingtheBible for the
communitywasthe very ancientpracticeof expoundingit, that
is, of creativelyinterpretingthe biblical text in orderto makeit
relevantto the needsand concernsof the living congregation.
Thesynagoguesermon,usuallydeliveredon Sabbathsandfesti-
vals,developedinto a very sophisticatedrhetoricalform, incor-
poratingscholarship,spiritual sensitivity, and literary virtuos-
ity.20

TORAH IN DAILY LIFE

For all the import of thesynagoguein Jewishreligiouslife, it
remainsonly onesettingamongmanyfor theexpressionof Jew-
ish spirituality.21 The comprehensivescopeof Torah law em-
bracesaspectsof life that liberal society would not regardas
religious, including the food oneeats,sexualconduct,the gar-
mentsonewears,laws of torts andcontract,and muchmore.

Thoughmanyof its lawsostensiblydealwith thesameissues
thatwe would now expectto find in thecivil andcriminalcodes
of secularstates,the belief that they werecommandedby a di-
vine legislatortransformstheminto religiouscategories.Among
contemporaryJewishthinkers,Rabbi]. D. Soleveitchikstated
mostcogentlyhow the all-encompassingcategoriesof theJew-
ish Law (Halakhah)imposea metaphysicalstructureuponphysi-
cal existence:

Halakhahhasa fixed a priori relationshipto the wholeof
reality in all of its fine and detailedparticulars.Halakhic



In our descriptionof the Shavu'otmeal we notedhow it is
embeddedin a frameworkof prayersandblessings.The evolu-
tion of theseliturgical practicesprovidesadditionalmodelsof
the interweavingof the written andoral traditions.

Thus, the written Torah commandsthat "You shall eatand
be full, andyou shall blessthe Lord your God" (Dt 8:10). The
oral traditionformulatedthespecificblessingsto beutteredupon
the consumptionof particularfoodstuffs (designatingseparate
blessingsfor bread,fruits of the tree, fruits of theearth,etc.), in
orderto expressgratitudefor everyGod-givenbenefitandplea-
sure.23

TheTorahcontainsrepeatedinjunctionsto observea weekly
day of rest, as well as to refrain from labor on festival days;
however,only a few specificactivities fall underthe headingof
"forbidden work." The oral tradition (as recordedin the
Mishnah)carefullyenumeratedthirty-nine principal categories
of forbiddenlabor, from which arederivedmanyparticularac-
tions. The Rabbishavealsoaddedpreventativeprohibitionsin
orderto furtherpreventtransgressionsof theTorah'scommands.
Throughhistory the natureof the Sabbathhaschangedin re-
sponseto thechangingconditionsof life. Thus,for mostobser-
vantJewsin thecontemporaryworld thekeepingof theSabbath
is oftenmostimmediatelyfelt in their refrainingfrom the useof
electricity or telephones,activities that were not explicitly dis-
cussedin any of the ancienttexts.24

Similarly, a vaguebiblical injunction to "rememberthe Sab-
bathdayto keepit holy" (Ex 20:9)wastransformedby thesages
of the oral tradition into the ceremonyof Kiddush, a special
blessingthat is pronouncedovera cupof wine on theonsetof a
holy day.A parallelritual, theHavdalahis recitedat theconclu-
sionof a Sabbathor festival to marktheseparationbetweenthe
holy andthe profaneY

INTERPRETINGTHE COMMANDMENTS

The preparationandconsumptionof the food arealsotrans-
formed into a religious act, irrespectiveof the festival context.
TheTorah'sfragmentaryregulationsdefiningpermittedandpro-
hibited species,bansagainstcreaturesthat died of diseaseor
"seethinga kid in its mother'smilk," andthe needto designate
portionsof producefor the upkeepof the priests,poorandoth-
ers,wereexpandedin theoral tradition into anintricatedietary
regimen.ObservantJewsmust thereforebe ever consciousof
the ingredientsthat entertheir bodies,whetherthereis any ad-
mixture of dairy and meat items, how meatwas slaughtered,
andmuchmore.26

29Judaism

Theselaws servemany purposesin the lives of committed
Jews.In additionto beingexpressionsof their readinessto obey
God'scommands,theyalsoaccustomJewsto a patternof disci-
plined self-restraint.Becausethe rules of kosherfood prepara-
tion extendto the utensilsand the ovens,it is virtually impos-
sible for Jewswho observetheserulesto eatin restaurantsor in
the homesof non-Jews,a fact that was recognizedby the an-
cient sagesas reinforcingJewishdistinctivenessand the integ-
rity of the family.

A straightforwardreadingof theTorahquickly demonstrates
that God'suniquerevelationwasnot intendedto conveya sys-
tematictheologyor a guideto mysticalexperienceof theDivine;
nor doesit provideclearvisionsof the afterlife or of theclimax
of history. Firstandforemost,theTorahis a bookof laws,or, to
captureits religioussignificance,it is a collectionof command-
ments.Centralto thereligion of the Bible is theconvictionthat,
in theirobservanceof thecommandmentsof theTorah,thepeople
of Israel are fulfilling their obligations in a national religious
covenantwith God thatdefinestheir spiritual vocation.

Jewishthinkersover the ageswould grapplewith the ques-
tion of the reasonsfor the commandments.Somewould insist
thatthequestfor their rationaleimpliesanunacceptablerejection
of their absoluteauthorityas the word of God,while promoting
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man orientshimself to the entire cosmosand tries to un-
derstandit by utilizing an ideal world which he bearsin
his halakhic consciousness.All halakhic conceptsare a
priori, and it is throughthem that halakhicman looks at
the worldY

28



ETERNALLY NEW

This is so becausetheTorahmustremainasnew for each
personevery day as it was on that day when it was re-
ceivedfrom Mount Sinai.For the Lord chosenot to define
a specific date,sinceon eachand everyday of the year it

Later scholarswould posequestions:Why did the Torah in-
siston beingso cryptic in disguisingthe dateof "the seasonof
thegiving of ourTorah"?Why did it not treattheFeastof Weeks
like Passover,for instance,whosedateon the fifteenth day of
the first month is plainly linked to the time of Israel'sExodus
from Egyptianslavery?

An incisive answerwasoffered by the famousPolishJewish
preacherRabbiSolomonEphraimLuntshitz(d. 1619)in hisK'!i
Yaqarcommentaryto Leviticus23:26.In a statementthatsum-
marizesexquisitelythevalueof oral tradition in maintainingthe
Torah'sdynamicvitality for the peopleof Israel,he wrote:
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shouldappearto us as if on that day we receivedit from
Mount Sinai.
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