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Quotations are from standard writings and leading teachers of thisreligion.

Never great by world standards, the small nation of |1srael wasrepeatedly defeated and finally disper sed
throughout theworld. But the Jews are uniquein that they maintained their identity in the midst of a large
number of diverse cultures. Thus, although areligion closely tied to one ethnic group, Judaism has had a
profound effect on beliefsand practices throughout the West and the Near East.

Thereisa bewildering variety of Jewish groups and nationalities, many of whom are strange to each other.
One loose way of dividing modern Judaism isinto four groups:

Orthodox Jews maintain strict adherenceto traditional customs;

Reform or Liberal Jews attempt to apply broadly Judaic notionsto contemporary culturein a
humanistic manner;

Conservative Jewstry to forge a middle way between the previoustwo, hoping to maintain strong
Jewish Identity; and

Hasidic Jewsfollow a mystical path, although many Hasids are little other than theright wing of
Orthodoxy.

Jews hold alarge number of writings besidesthe Old Testament as authoritative.

The Holocaust, in which over six million Jewswere killed under Nazism and other forms of anti-Semitism,
has become a major theme of Judaic thought in recent years.

God

The complete unity of God -- both asa powerful, just ruler and asa merciful, loving deliverer -- is
central to Judaism. That meansthat Jews do not flinch from confronting the problem of the
existence of pain and suffering, although they freely admit that it isa mystery. Somehow God is
Lord even in the midst of a painful and evil world.

God isnot merely some supreme force but is a person, one with emotions of anger, sadness, and joy.
Heisaboveall a person with whom one can have arelationship; He desiresto share the full gamut
of emotionswith men.

At the sametime God has a certain remoteness. Heisabove the world, and Hisways are often
inscrutable to man. Thetension between God's nearness and farnessisa recurring theme of
Judaism, leading to passionate appeals by Jews for communication with Him.

God isseen as continually activein a creative way, constantly working in theworld to offer men the
opportunity to fulfill their obligationstoward Him and toward fellow men.

M an and the Universe



The material world isconsidered on the whole " very good" (Genesis 1:31), and man hasa unique
responsibility to order it according to God's purposes. Some Jews go asfar asto say that all people,
animals, and things contain a" divine spark™ , which man isassigned to call forth to completeness
through loving action.

The personhood of God and Hisneed for relationshipsform an analogy for man's most pressing
need: tolivein harmony with other men.

History isthe arena of God's purposeful activity, and Jews often look for signs of His approval or
judgment in historical events.

The great responsibility of man aswell as hisfrailty and wickedness are emphasized. The
distinguishing mark of humansistheir ability to make ethical choices; it isto those choices that
Judaism most often addressesitself directly.

Salvation and the Afterlife

On€'seternal existence in the hereafter isdetermined by moral behavior and attitudes. Although
thereisno Christian notion of saving grace in Judaism, it istaught that God always offer s even the
most evil men the possibility of repentance (teshuva, " turning"). After such repentance one can
atone for one'srebellion against God'sways by positive action.

But thenotion of individual salvation and heavenly existence is not prominent in Judaism. In fact
many Jews criticize Christianity for being a " selfish” religion, too concerned with personal eternal
rewards.

The notion of an afterlifeis not well developed in the Old Testament. Later writers speculated
unsystematically about afinal day of judgment.

Jews still hope for the coming of the M essiah, who will hand out eternal judgment and reward to all.
Thishopeislargely communal; the entire Jewish race and the whole of creation isin view more than
individual men.

In the end themoral life of man here on earth is considered the most proper concern of man; final
judgments are best left to God.

Morals

Torah ("to point the way, givedirection"), often trandated " law," refersin Judaism to atotal
pattern of behavior, applicableto all aspects of communal and individual life. It isto be found not
only in the Old Testament Scripturesbut also in awidevariety of oral traditions, rituals,
ceremonies, stories, and commentarieson Scripture.

Jews have often tried to develop rules of behavior to cover each situation encountered in their
various cultures. Thusa gigantic literature covering codes of conduct hasarisen. From timeto time
movements have emerged that havetried to cut through those rules and get back to the original
meaning of torah, but legalism has been a perennial problem of Judaism.

Ascan be seen in the Ten Commandments, much of Jewish morality isrelated primarily to the good
of the community. The Jewish prophets were perhapsthefirst strong proponents of social justicein
the ancient world, and concern with economic justice continuesto be an integral part of Judaism.
But material possessions are generally not considered bad in themselves, even the prophets did not
denounce wealth as such, but wanted a greater number of peopleto have more.

Marriage and children are held in high regard by Judaism. Singlenessis looked down on even for
religious leaders, and much timeis spent teaching children the precepts of thefaith.



Wor ship

« Ritual and ceremony are still important within Judaism. The purposeisto hallow all life, to share
one'slifewith God. Jewish writings say, for instance, that to eat or drink without prayingislike
robbing God of Hisproperty. Thus Jews have a full calendar of daily, weekly, and yearly
celebrations.

« A major part of such celebrationsistheremembrance of sacred history. Stories, both biblical and
nonbiblical, relating God's deliverance of Israel are retold countlesstimes.

e Thereissometimesa certain boldness mixed with piety in Jewish worship, as can be seen in the story
of the Jewsin a Nazi concentration camp who put God on "trial" for allowing the Holocaust: they
found Him guilty and then resumed their humble prayers of worship and praise.
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