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Chapter 1.

How to Compare 
Religions

What is Religion?
Here are a whole bunch of different (many famous) people’s statements of what religion 
is. With a partner, read through these quotations and mark the ones you like, the ones 
you hate, and the one that seems most true to you.

______	 A	religious	man	is	a	person	who	holds	God	and	man	in	one	thought	at	one	
time,	at	all	times,	who	suffers	harm	done	to	others,	whose	greatest	passion	
is	compassion,	whose	greatest	strength	is	love	and	defiance	of	despair.	
[New	York	Journal-American,	April	5,	1963]—Abraham Joshua Heschel

______	 When	I	do	good,	I	feel	good;	when	I	do	bad,	I	feel	bad.	That’s	my	religion.—
Abraham Lincoln

______	 What	do	I	believe?	As	an	American	I	believe	in	generosity,	in	liberty,	in	the	
rights	of	man.	These	are	social	and	political	faiths	that	are	part	of	me,	as	
they	are,	I	suppose,	part	of	all	of	us.	Such	beliefs	are	easy	to	express.	But	
part	of	me	too	is	my	relation	to	all	life,	my	religion.	And	this	is	not	so	easy	
to	talk	about.	Religious	experience	is	highly	intimate	and,	for	me,	ready	
words	are	not	at	hand.	[Speech,	Libertyville,	Illinois,	May	21,	1954]—Adlai 
E. Stevenson

______	 The	most	beautiful	emotion	we	can	experience	is	the	mysterious.	It	is	the	
fundamental	emotion	that	stands	at	the	cradle	of	true	art	and	science.	He	
to	whom	this	emotion	is	a	stranger,	who	can	no	longer	wonder	and	stand	
in	awe,	is	as	good	as	dead,	a	snuffed-out	candle.	To	sense	that	beyond	
anything	that	can	be	experienced	there	is	something	that	our	minds	
cannot	grasp,	whose	beauty	and	sublimity	reaches	us	only	indirectly;	this	is	
religiousness.	In	this	sense,	and	in	this	sense	only,	I	am	a	devoutly	religious	
man.—Albert Einstein
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______	 Religion	is	what	an	individual	does	with	his	solitariness.—Alfred North 
Whitehead

______	 The	best	remedy	for	those	who	are	afraid,	lonely	or	unhappy	is	to	go	
outside,	somewhere	where	they	can	be	quiet,	alone	with	the	heavens,	
nature	and	God.	Because	only	then	does	one	feel	that	all	is	as	it	should	
be	and	that	God	wishes	to	see	people	happy,	amidst	the	simple	beauty	of	
nature.—Anne Frank

______	 Lighthouses	are	more	helpful	than	churches.—Benjamin Franklin

______	 There	is	a	marvelous	anecdote	from	the	occasion	of	Russell’s	ninetieth	
birthday	that	best	serves	to	summarize	his	attitude	toward	God	and	
religion.	A	London	lady	sat	next	to	him	at	this	party,	and	over	the	soup	
she	suggested	to	him	that	he	was	not	only	the	world’s	most	famous	
atheist	but,	by	this	time,	very	probably	the	world’s	oldest	atheist.	“What	
will	you	do,	Bertie,	if	it	turns	out	you’re	wrong?”	she	asked.	“I	mean,	what	
if—uh—when	the	time	comes,	you	should	meet	God?	What	will	you	say?”	
Russell	was	delighted	with	the	question.	His	bright,	birdlike	eyes	grew	even	
brighter	as	he	contemplated	this	possible	future	dialogue,	and	then	he	
pointed	a	finger	upward	and	cried,	“Why,	I	should	say,	‘God,	you	gave	us	
insufficient	evidence.’”—Al Seckel,	in	Preface	to	Bertrand Russell on God 
and Religion]

______	 Let	us	revere,	let	us	worship,	but	erect	and	open-eyed,	the	highest,	not	the	
lowest;	the	future,	not	the	past!—Charlotte Perkins Gilman

______	 I	do	not	consider	it	an	insult,	but	rather	a	compliment	to	be	called	an	
agnostic.	I	do	not	pretend	to	know	where	many	ignorant	men	are	sure—
that	is	all	that	agnosticism	means.	[Scopes	trial,	Dayton,	Tennessee,	July	13,	
1925]—Clarence Darrow

______	 This	is	my	simple	religion.	There	is	no	need	for	temples;	no	need	for	
complicated	philosophy.	Our	own	brain,	our	own	heart	is	our	temple;	the	
philosophy	is	kindness.—The Dalai Lama

______	 All	human	beings	have	an	innate	need	to	hear	and	tell	stories	and	to	have	
a	story	to	live	by…religion,	whatever	else	it	has	done,	has	provided	one	of	
the	main	ways	of	meeting	this	abiding	need.	[The Seduction of the Spirit,	
1973]—Harvey Cox
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______	 Religion	is	the	recognition	of	all	our	duties	as	divine	commands.—
Immanuel Kant

______	 Religion	is	the	state	of	being	grasped	by	an	ultimate	concern,	a	concern	
which	qualifies	all	other	concerns	as	preliminary	and	which	itself	contains	
the	answer	to	the	question	of	the	meaning	of	our	life.—Paul Tillich

______	 One	man’s	religion	is	another	man’s	belly	laugh.—Robert A. Heinlein

______	 I	think	it’s	about	time	we	gave	up	religion	and	got	back	to	God.—Lenny 
Bruce

______	 People	don’t	come	to	church	for	preachments,	of	course,	but	to	daydream	
about	God.—Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.

______	 I	considered	atheism,	but	there	weren’t	enough	holidays.—Author 
Unknown

______	 Religion	is	the	sigh	of	the	oppressed	creature,	the	heart	of	a	heartless	
world,	just	as	it	is	the	spirit	of	a	spiritless	situation.	It	is	the	opiate	of	the	
people.—Karl Marx

______	 Religion	is	the	human	attitude	towards	a	sacred	order	that	includes	within	
it	all	being—human	or	otherwise—i.e.,	belief	in	a	cosmos,	the	meaning	of	
which	both	includes	and	transcends	man.—Peter Berger

______	 Religion:	Human	beings’	relation	to	that	which	they	regard	as	holy,	sacred,	
spiritual,	or	divine.—Encyclopædia Britannica (online, 2006)	

______	 To	be	religious	is	to	have	one’s	attention	fixed	on	God	and	on	one’s	
neighbor	in	relation	to	God.	[“Lilies	that	Fester”	in	The Twentieth Century	
(April	1955)]—C.S. Lewis

______	 Religion	is	to	do	right.	It	is	to	love,	it	is	to	serve,	it	is	to	think,	it	is	to	be	
humble.—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Apples and Oranges
Everybody knows you can’t compare apples and oranges; it’s so 
commonly understood that we use that expression even when 
we’re not talking about apples and oranges. Yet apples and oranges 
share many qualities about which we can make certain compara-
tive statements: they are both fruits, they are both round, they both 

have color and fl avor, they both can be made into 
juice and they both have seeds. Some people like 
apples more than they like oranges and vice versa, 
and there are times in our day when we feel more 
like eating an apple than we do an orange…for 
instance, I would never have an apple at breakfast 
time; to me it just isn’t a breakfast kind of fruit. 
But I might eat an orange at almost any time of 
day.

The business of comparing things that are so 
apparently different becomes even more compli-

cated and subtle when we leave behind the world 
of fruits and enter the world of religion. Just about 
everybody knows what a fruit is (although I’m not 
so sure about tomatoes), but religion and particu-

lar religions take us to a whole different level of investigation 
and discussion. Just as it is actually correct that you can compare 
oranges and apples, so it is that you can compare religions. But as 
with fruit, it would be better to think beyond surface appearances, 
ask deeper and more careful questions and truly appreciate the 
complicated realities that give religions their individual appear-
ances and fl avors. 

Now, since everybody knows what a fruit is (except for me with 
tomatoes), let’s see if everybody knows what a religion is. Apples 
and oranges are both fruits, and despite many obvious dissimilari-
ties, they both fall into the fruit department at the supermarket. 
They share “fruitiness”. But what defi nes the essential character of 
all of those things we call “religion” that it will be our business to 
compare with one another? What are the basic elements that make 
up what we call a religion?

At this early 
point, what do you 
think a religion 
is? What defines 
the key parts of 
Judaism as you 
know it now? 
How is a religion 
different from a 
culture?
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What Is Religion?
Someone once taught that the origin of the word “religion” is from 
the Greek and Latin roots of the word “ligament,” the connective 
tissue that binds together our skeletal structure. Even if the word’s 
history is diffi cult to trace exactly, and even if it applies only to 
those languages that came from Greek and Latin, it still seems like 
a really good idea. religion is the “connective tissue” that binds 
together the skeletal structure of a particular body—in particular, 
the “body” of a community of people who share and believe in 
certain ideas about certain things, and who have had shared expe-
riences involving those shared ideas. A religious community is 
a community that has shared beliefs about certain kinds of issues 
that are important to them.

But as we usually understand religion, those shared beliefs are not 
just about any old thing or any kind of experience. Those shared 
beliefs (or values or perspectives) are about certain kinds of subjects 
that throughout human history have been understood as “reli-
gion”. There may be other ideas and experi-
ences that bind a community together in a 
different kind of way. For example, people 
from the north side of Chicago are bound 
together by the beliefs and experiences 
that come from the miserable failure of the 
Chicago Cubs to win a World Series since 
1908. People in France or China or Brazil 
are bound together by language, culture, 
art and music. A community can be tied 
together by many factors, and we live in 
many separate communities—school, 
friends, family—that bind us as well. 
Our religious community is the com-
munity that binds us with those shared 
ideas we have come to call “religion”; let’s 
see what they are.
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The Basic Elements of Religion 
(I Think)
Obviously (I hope), one of those ideas is what we think about 
God and faith. We may use many different vocabularies to 
talk about God. Words like “sacred”, “divine”, and “holy” are 
all words in English that have to do with God or what religious 
people perceive as God’s presence or involvement. There are times 
when we use these words in non-religious contexts—e.g., the 
sacred game of baseball—but in general, when a religious group 
uses these words they are talking about all of the different issues 
that define what they think about God. When we compare reli-
gions, we need to compare the different or similar ideas that com-
munities have about the nature of God. And sometimes, to use an 
old friend, we just might be talking about apples and oranges!

When communities talk about their ideas of God, they are also 
often talking about another important issue for our compari-
sons; they are talking about the issue of aUthoRitY and 
LEadERShiP. In religions, authority is a big deal, and it’s one 
of those things we have to understand in order to be clear about 
what makes religions the same or different. At a simple level, of 
course, authority is about who’s in charge (or Who’s in charge.) It’s 
related to God because in most of human religious experience, the 
authority is either God directly or whoever it is that can success-
fully claim to speak for God or interpret what it is that God has to 
say. Most religions call that REVELatioN, and most religions 
teach about one or several of those kinds of experiences (revela-
tions) in which they believe God made known to them what’s 
really important.

Another very interesting question arises when you look at the 
word “authority” and realize that it has something to do with an 
“author”.

Both words trace back to the Latin root auctoritatum. Let’s hear 
you use that in a sentence.

Most religious communities have a basic text, written somewhere 
in the beginning, telling the stories and values that shape their 
ideas and values. Judaism has the Torah, Christianity has the New 

REVELATION is more or less 
understood to mean a variety 
of experiences in which God 
is revealed, either by God’s 
own initiative or through the 
discovery of God’s Presence 
by some human being. Some 
of these moments are quite 
dramatic, some are very 
simple and quiet.
Perhaps the most famous 
such moment in Jewish tradi-
tion is the revelation at Mt. 
Sinai, recorded in Chapters 19 
and 20 of the Book of Exodus. 
How does this story empha-
size the authority of God 
and Moses? What is being 
revealed here? Is there any-
thing you can discover about 
the nature of the Jewish God 
in this story? What exactly 
is God hoping to accomplish 
here? Why is it important 
that this story is taking place 
when it does? What does 
it mean to have faith (to 
believe) in the power of this 
moment, what it says and 
what it asks us to do? How are 
the Ten Commandments both 
personal and institutional? 
That ought to keep you busy 
for a while!
You might also take a look 
at Exodus 34, in which God 
speaks directly to Moses and 
we learn much about the 
nature of God. In many ways 
this is a more personal revela-
tion meant to help Moses out, 
but it also says some impor-
tant things for all Jews to 
think about. What are some 
of those ideas?
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Testament, Islam has the Quran and 
each of the many Eastern religions has 
a basic text as well. For each of them, 
the authorship of this primary text is 
a critical question that tells us much 
about the nature of the community. If 
God wrote or revealed the “book” and 
gave it to the community, it cannot 
easily be changed or ignored by mere 
humans. But if the book is, for exam-
ple, the story of one person’s encoun-
ter with God, perhaps the book can 
be amended based on experiences that 
someone else in the community has 
had. This is as much a critical issue for 
comparative Judaism as it is for com-
parative religions.

In Judaism there are some very beau-
tiful stories about the “writing” of 
the Torah given to Moses. The Ten 
Commandments story is followed by 
Moses’ return to Sinai to get the rest of 
the Laws. The rabbis composed several 
midrashim (story-sermons) about that 
more complete Torah. One story says it 
was written with black fire; another says 
that God actually dictated it to Moses to 
write down. There are stories that say 
that the Torah pre-dated the creation of the world, and that God 
used it as the blueprint for how the world was going to be. 

Also related to questions about God and authority are questions 
about leadership within the community. rabbis, priests, teachers, 
pastors, imams and mullahs all reflect different ideas about the 
nature of leadership. Some communities like the Mormons have 
no clergy; many religions emphasize the absolute autonomy (free 
choice) of the individual to interpret religious ideas all by herself 
or himself. How religions structure themselves is a very important 
issue for our comparative studies.

© Paige Billin Frye



14

Speaking of the stories that tell of the beginning of a community 
and its beliefs (whoever wrote those stories), almost all religious 
communities have a continuing and growing body of such sto-
ries. These later stories contribute to the “connective tissue,” often 
making it stronger and more lasting. Jewish history is a particu-
larly clear example of this phenomenon. Though we began with 
the stories of the Torah, just think of what later stories (such as 
Hanukkah, the Holocaust and the rebirth of Israel) have added 
to our “ligaments”. In fact, one could easily say that new beliefs 
and values have entered the Jewish soul and changed the body 
of our people. The encounter with the modern world gave birth 
to reform, Conservative and reconstructionist Judaism, and one 
could argue that they are new religious communities all their own. 
In many ways this process has also happened to other religions, 
and how religions adapt to change and new ideas (or don’t) is part 
of what we ought to compare about them.

The CELEBRatioN of those stories, in all religions, is what 
gives birth to many of our rituals and holidays. If religions didn’t 

have those expressions ,they might not 
so easily remember who they are. If 
we wish to understand why a religion 
looks as it does, we need to see the 
connections between their rituals and 
their stories in the same way that you 
and I understand why we eat latkes at 
Hanukkah. For many students of com-
parative religions, this is the fun part, 
for if nothing else, it at least involves 
the possibility of something to eat.

There are yet other beliefs or values that 
seem to appear in almost all religious communities, although in 
varying degrees of importance. This is the issue of SaLVatioN, 
and a question it often raises about our interaction with the rest of 
the world and its challenges. In many ways, these two questions 
are part of the big question that people think religions are sup-
posed to deal with:What iS thE MEaNiNG of LifE? 
Salvation means “to be saved,” and in the religion business, the 
big salvation question is what are we going to be saved from? For 

©	LISA	F.	YOuNG
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many religions the answer is death, and in those religions there 
are serious teachings about how a person is saved from all that it 
means to die. In many other religions, the answer is injustice and 
how we are to be saved (or how we are to save others) from what 
many people see as an often unfair and cruel world. And for many 
religions the answer is that we need to find a way in which we 
are saved from both death and injustice. As we compare religious 
communities we will want to know what things they think we 
need to find salvation from and how they propose we find it. And 
sometimes, as I hope you will see, religious teachings can be a 
little vague about these questions because they’re not sure anybody 
knows! But these are big questions that may take us to the very 
serious center of religious life.

Finally, we should say in our list of the elements of religion that 
most of the time, as a product of the first four, religions will pro-
duce a list of their CoRE VaLUES. This means that when you 
carefully analyze what a religion teaches you should be able to 
develop some idea of those things that are at the center (core) of 
what they value; and you should be able to trace each of those val-
ues to one of the other four elements. It’s not always easy or direct, 
and we may not have enough information to do that in every case, 
but I hope your class will give it a try.

  

Finally, to return to apples and oranges for a moment, within the 
collection of beliefs and values that define each religion there are 
probably going to be some that aren’t universally shared or that are 
unique to a given community. We might enjoy knowing about 
them in order to understand that community more fully, but there 
may not be any basis for comparison other than to say, “Nobody 
else does that.” If we were professional historians or theologians 
(people who study religion for a living), we might like to know 
why this community did that, but it may not be what we’ll do 
now.

So you now have a better understanding of what religion is and 
what the issues are that define most, if not all, religions and can 
help us see the signposts for comparison. Talk among yourselves 
for a while, and then we’ll get to work.
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The Elements of Religion
“Minds	do	not	create	truths	or	falsehood.	They	create	beliefs,	but	when	once	the	
beliefs	are	created,	the	mind	cannot	make	them	true	or	false,	except	in	the	special	
case	where	they	concern	 future	things	which	are	within	the	power	of	the	person	
believing,	such	as	catching	trains.	What	makes	a	belief	true	is	a	fact,	and	this	fact	
does	not	(except	 in	exceptional	cases)	 in	any	way	 involve	the	mind	of	the	person	
who	has	the	belief.”		(Bertrand	Russell,	The Problems of Philosophy)

1.	 What	is	the	difference	between	a	belief	and	a	truth	or	falsehood?	_________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

2.	 What	does	Russell	mean	when	he	says	“the	mind	cannot	make	beliefs	true	or	false”?

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

3.	 According	to	Russell,	what	makes	a	belief	true?	_______________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

4,	 How	would	Russell	explain	religion?	 _______________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________



17

Creating a Religion
Make up your own religion. Filling the following categories:

1.	 GOD AND FAITH (Who	is	the	God,	and	what	are	you	supposed	to	believe?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

2.	 AUTHORITY AND LEADERSHIP (Who	are	the	leaders	of	this	religion,	and	what	authority	
do	they	have?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

3.	 REVELATION	(How	does	God	communicate	with	people?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

4.	 CELEBRATION	(What	are	the	major	holidays,	and	how	are	they	celebrated?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

5. SALVATION	(What	is	“saved,”	and	how	do	you	get	there?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________
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6. THE MEANING OF LIFE	(What	is	the	purpose	of	living)?

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

7.	 CORE VALUES	(What	are	this	religion’s	most	important	values?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

©	PIcTORIAL	LIBRARY	OF	BIBLe	LANDS
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Chapter 2. 

Some Important and Unique 
Things to Remember About 

Judaism

Hebrew School Equivalency Exam
Before we study a chapter on Judaism, let’s find out how much of the “nothing” you’ve learned 
during your Jewish education you’ve recalled.

Couples Quiz
Match these husbands and wives (2 points each).

Abraham	 Rebekkah

Isaac	 Sarah

Jacob	 Bathsheva

King	David	 Zipporah

Moses	 Hannah

	 Haggar

	 Rachel

Solomon		 eve

Adam	 Queen	of	Sheba

elkanah	 Leah
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ordering holidays
Put these Jewish holidays in the order in which they come in a Jewish year. Make Passover  
number 1 (2 points each).

_____	Rosh	ha-Shanah

_____	Passover

_____	Hanukkah

_____	Sukkot

_____	Shavuot

_____	Simhat	Torah

_____	Purim

_____	Yom	Ha-Atzmaut

_____	Yom	Kippur

_____	Tisha	B’av

a Sense of Jewish history
Match the person and the period (1 point each).

Rachel	 Hasidic	Movement

Deborah	 Holocaust

Saul	 Judges

ezra	 Founding	of	the	State	of	Israel

Rabbi	Akiva	 Kings

Maimonides	 Babylonian	exile	(Return)

Baal	Shem	Tov	 Talmudic

emma	Lazarus	 Golden	Age	of	Spain

Hannah	Senesh	 Patriarchs	and	Matriarchs

Ben	Gurion	 Immigration	to	America

Best possible score is 50 points.
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Basic Judaism 101

Before we go on to examine and compare Judaism to the other 
great religions of the world, it might be a good thing to remind 
ourselves of its basic ideas and beliefs. Many educators will tell 
us that we can learn a great deal about a subject by comparing 
it to similar subjects; for example, one of the best ways to learn 

A TIMELIME OF  
JEWISH HISTORY

BEFORE THE COMMON ERA (b.c.e.)
18th century:  

Age of the Patriachs
 1280: Exodus from Egypt
 1240: Conquest of Canaan
1004-965: King David
 586: Destruction of Jerusalem by 

the Babylonians
  70-year exile to Babylonia 

begins
 444: Ezra reads the Torah in 

Jerusalem
 332: Alexander the Great 

conquers Jerusalem
 164: Judah Maccabee recaptures 

the Temple from
  Antiochus IV (Hanukkah)
 63: Rome conquers Jerusalem

DURING THE COMMON ERA (c.e.)
 70: Romans destroy Jerusalem; 

beginning of Diaspora
 73: Fall of Masada
 200: Talmudic Academy 

established in Babylonia
 480: Talmud completed
 638: Arabs conquer Jerusalem
 1099: Jerusalem conquered by 

Crusaders
 1135: Maimonides born
 1480: Inquisition established in 

Spain
 1492: Jews expelled from Spain
 1550: Kabbalah prominent in 

Israel and elsewhere
 1654: First Jews arrive in America
 1818: First Reform synagogue 

consecrated in Hamburg, 
Germany

 1882: First Aliyah (of five major 
settlements) to Israel

 1933: Hitler rises in Germany; 
Holocaust follows

1948: Establishment of the State 
of Israel
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more about English is to study another language. That’s certainly 
true, but we can also save a lot of time and energy if we can 
read about that other language in English! In the same way, as we 
compare Judaism with other religions we’ll save a lot of time and 
energy if we look at them through our Jewish eyes and through 
what we know (and value) about being Jewish. So in this lesson 
we’ll reinforce our Basic Judaism 101 before we meet everybody 
else’s 101.

Judaism is one of the oldest surviving religious expressions in the 
history of human civilization.

Judaism has gone through a tremendous number of changes, addi-
tions and subtractions, and reinterpretations. It has been splintered 
(into what we most often call denominations), and it has had some 
of the widest differences of opinion of any religious expression. As 
a result, it is very difficult to come up with a simple definition that 
manages to answer the question “Just what is Judaism anyway?”

In twenty-five words or less (a lot less), it is probably most cor-
rect, and will certainly get you in a lot less trouble, if you define 
Judaism as “the religious expression of the Jewish people”. In even 
more words, Judaism is what Jewish people do when they want to 
experience and talk about and celebrate all of the different ideas 
we discussed in our first lesson. Now, that doesn’t tell you any-
thing about the substance of Judaism—i.e., what those beliefs and 
values and behaviors might be—but it does tell you that Judaism, 
more than any other religion, is uniquely tied to the experiences 
of one particular group of people. If you are a follower of Judaism, 
it is because you are a Jewish person. When a Jewish person wants 
to talk about God ideas, he or she is all of a sudden involved with 
Judaism, because Judaism is what Jews do when they do religious 
things. If you convert to Judaism, you become a member of the 
Jewish people.

Or to put it another way, if you’re a Jew (your people), you prac-
tice Judaism as your religion, if you do religion. If you practice 
Judaism, Jews are your people. And even though there are Jewish 
people who will say that they do not believe or do not wish to 
practice all of those beliefs and values and behaviors, it remains the 
case that only Jews do Judaism, and vice versa. So now it is our 
task to review what it is that Jews have taught and believed about 

How would you 
describe what 
Judaism is? 
Your answer 
might include the 
religious “ism” 
born in the land 
of Judah, the 
way the people 
Israel lives out 
their covenant 
with God, the 
collective wisdom 
of Jewish history 
and experience, a 
collection of ideas 
and behaviors and 
traditions, etc.
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those things that our last lesson told us were the great religious 
things human beings do.

   

God: A recent study produced a list of 109 different names that 
Jewish history has used for God. This list was developed from 
the Bible, rabbinic texts, traditional and new prayers—all of the 
sources where one could expect to find what it is that Jewish peo-
ple think about when they think about God. Based on this list and 
many other things, one could conclude that there is no one Jewish 
idea that defines the One. 

i am who i am i will be who i will be adonai, “eternal”

god The Divinity, Divine One Mighty One of Jacob Most High god 

almighty god of the Covenant everlasting rock everlasting arms 

god of  Hosts Holy One Shepherd of israel 

ruler of israel Former of all guardian of israel 

rock of israel ruler The True god

The Fear of isaac el, the god of israel everlasting god

ancient god everlasting life Creator of Heaven and earth

Holy One of israel The rock The god of Truth

Praiseworthy god Shield of abraham ruler of rulers

The name Heaven The awesome One

eternal One of israel The redeemer Our god, god of our ancestors

god of abraham god of isaac god of Jacob

god of Sarah The Mighty One acquirer of all

rescuer Parent of Mercy Merciful One

The Place The Faithful One The One Who Spoke and the 
Universe Came into Being 

The infinite Hosts rock of Our lives

“Thankworthy” god Master of all Our Shepherd

Our Healer The living god of Majesty The Compassionate One

The Merciful One The Bountiful One The Most High

The Holy One Who is to Be Praised Peace Judge of the earth

My rock ever-living god The ransomer

The guide The Heroic One The living god

reviver of the Dead The Merciful One The Holy god

The Might god of the Universe  
Master of the Universe 

The Possessor of Will 
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ruler of Compassion and Mercy The good One Maker of Peace 

The Holy ruler The Creator Mighty One of israel 

Our Parent Our ruler Mentor

Sovereign The Patient One The One Who is Forgiveness

The generous One Hidden of Hiddens The First Cause

absolute Spirit The Power That Makes for Salvation The eternal

ancient of ancients World Soul absolute rest

The Power That Makes for the 
Fulfillment of all Valid ideals

The One Whose Face is Hidden Shehinah (means the indwelling pres-
ence of god)

Source of life yah (a biblical name for god, as in 
Hallelu-yah, “Praise god”)

Keeper of Peace

Source of Peace

But if you examine the long history of Jewish thought about God, 
there are certain constants that distinguish what Jews who believe 
in God believe. First and foremost, as you may have studied, there 
is but One. Needless to say, we have disagreed about what even so 
simple an idea as that may mean. For example, the great philoso-
pher Maimonidies taught the “oneness” of God meant that God 
was indivisible, unified, so that it was not appropriate to talk about 
different aspects of the Divine Being like justice and goodness. But 
then again, he was a philosopher, and you know how they are!

For most of history the ideas that have dominated the Jewish dis-
cussion of Godliness have been about three big things: creation, 
the revealing of the Torah, and redemption or salvation, what 
it means for Jewish people to be “saved” and from what they are 
saved. A fourth big idea we must add is the special covenantal 
relationship between God and the people Israel, the idea that 
we have a unique covenant or partnership with God that nobody 
else has. Jews who are serious about religion deal with these ideas, 
and though there are disagreements about how these ideas work 
themselves out, they are the big things that concern us about the 
Big Thing.

What you may have noticed is that these primary ideas (creation, 
revelation, redemption and covenant) are more about our rela-
tionship with God than about what God is. Because we are some-
how created in the image of God, because the Jewish people have 
a covenant with God, because we were all present at the Exodus 
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from Egypt and the revelation at Sinai (Didn’t I see you there?), 
Judaism is very explicit about our responsibility to bring holiness 
into our lives and the lives of our various communities. 

So you could say that God is the Presence in our lives and our 
world that motivates us to behave in ways that make an important 
difference. As the rabbis teach, “It is not the philosophy that is 
important, it is the doing,” and it is living in relationship with God 
that motivates what we choose to do.

AUTHORITY AND LEADERSHIP: 
Because Judaism is a text-
based religion (i.e., we have the 
Torah), for centuries the primary 
authorities in the religious com-
munity have been those who 
studied, taught and exemplified 
the values of the primary text. 
That would be rabbis. As our 
world has changed, whole new 
categories of Jewish professional 
and volunteer authorities have 
evolved; educators, cantors, uni-
versity professors, social work-
ers, synagogue presidents and 
board members, and communal 
administrators are all part of the 
body of contemporary Jewish leadership. Still, within the religious 
community the rabbi (male or female) as a teacher of Torah remains 
the primary religious authority.

On the issue of textual authority, the modern Jewish world is very 
different than the ancient. Those who believe that God wrote and/
or dictated the Torah to Moses still feel obligated to follow each 
and every one of the commandments in the text. The matter is 
very simple: “God said so.” In communities that feel differently and 
describe the historical Torah as a part (although the most important 
part) of our dialogue with God’s Presence, there is a human com-
ponent to the authorship of Jewish values and beliefs. People choose 
to observe commandments because they bring meaning and holi-
ness to their lives; the obligation is often freely self-imposed.

JeWISH	WeDDING	ON	THe	BeAcH.
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CELEBRATIONS AND RITUALS: Like every religious civi-
lization, Judaism has developed a long list of rituals. Many of them 
are associated with those moments in our personal life in which 
we observe significant change or growth. They are usually referred 
to as life-cycle events, and by now you’ve probably experienced 
a few of them within the life of your family. Implicit in many 
of them are some of the most significant values of Jewish teach-
ing; for example, when you recently became a bar or bat mitzvah 
you were celebrating not simply your Jewish adult responsibility, 
but also important Jewish principles such as learning and teach-
ing, assuming responsibility for the world in which you live and 
acknowledging the commanding Presence of God.

Other celebrations, holidays, acknowledge important historical 
events in the history of our people and what they teach us about 
being a Jew. For example, perhaps the most important of these 
is Passover, which acknowledges the importance of freedom and 
our special obligation to remember the “heart of the stranger,” for 
once upon a time we were strangers in the land of Egypt. Without 
Passover there are no Jews and there is no Judaism. Only two 
holidays, rosh Ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur, have nothing to do 
with our people’s history; but of course, they have everything to 
do with our personal history and how we live as Jewish people of 
faith.

   

SALVATION, OUR PLACE IN THE WORLD, THE BIG 
“MEANING OF LIFE” QUESTIONS: Though Jewish 
thought has some discussion of what philosophers call “salva-
tion”—the ways in which we are “saved” from the inescapable 
reality of death—Judaism is primarily concerned with how we 
save the world from the cruelties of injustice. That is the primary 
lesson of Passover, our most formative experience, and it is what 
you have recognized every religious school morning when your 
teacher reminded you to contribute to tzedakah, the obligation to 
do what is right. It is not charity; it is justice. 

In the Torah there are many stories told of God doing what is 
right. They are valued stories because they reflect the teaching of 
Genesis that human beings are created in the image of God, and 
we are therefore most human when we do what God would do.

What might be a 
different definition 
for Mitzvah 
other than 
commandment? 
How about 
“sacred 
opportunity” 
or “sacred 
obligation”? What 
do these terms 
imply?
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IN OTHER WORDS—SOME CORE JEWISH VALUES: 
When religions work through the four basic elements of religion 
as they see them, out come what we may call their “core values” 
and beliefs. We’ll try to do that, in some way or other, for each of 
the religions we will study. In the meantime, I bet that every once 
in a while you’d like to have a nifty laminated card to keep in your 
pocket with the five basic things you need to know about Judaism 
to define its absolutely central teachings. So cut out the list on the 
following pages and take it to your friendly laminator.

eL	GHRIBA	SYNAGOGue	
DJeRBA,	TuNISIA
© HarDy/zeFa/COrBiS
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BRIT OLAM: Jews live in an everlasting covenant with God.

B’TZELEM ELOHIM: Human beings are created in the image 
of God; therefore we imitate Divine behavior and honor the image 
of God that is in every other person.

TIKKUN OLAM: We are partners with God in the task of 
“repairing the world” because it just hasn’t turned out the way it 
was supposed to.

TALMUD TORAH: The best Jew is a learned Jew; therefore the 
study of Torah ( Jewish learning) is essential to authentic Jewish 
behavior.

AHAVAT YISRAEL:
The love of the Jewish 
people is what makes 
our survival possible, 
and without our survival 
we wouldn’t be able to 
do the other four things 
before this one. Included 
in our love for the Jewish 
people is our love for the 
land of our people, Eretz 
Yisrael. This concept also 
includes such things as the 
preservation and practice 
of what uniquely identi-
fi es us as Jews, such as the 
speaking of Hebrew.

©	JeFFeRSON	GRAHAM,	GRAHAM	&	GRAHAM	PHOTOGRAPHY
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Torah Study
It would be really hard to find the essence of Judaism in two short texts. But these two are a 
pretty good start. Read these texts. Answer the questions with a partner. Discuss them as a 
class.

Exodus 13.6–8:	Seven	days	you	shall	eat	unleavened	bread,	and	on	the	seventh	
day	there	shall	be	a	feast	to	the	eternal.	unleavened	bread	shall	be	eaten	for	
seven	days;	no	leavened	bread	shall	be	seen	with	you,	and	no	leaven	shall	be	
seen	with	you	in	all	your	territory.	And	you	shall	tell	your	child	on	that	day,	
“It	is	because	of	what	the	eternal	did	for	me	when	I	came	out	of	egypt.”

1.	 What	holiday	is	this	passage	discussing?
2.	 What	three	things	does	it	ask	you	to	do?
3.	 What	is	the	connection	between	those	three	things?
4.	 What	does	matzah	teach	us?
5.	 In	the	Talmud	it	says	“every	Jew	is	required	to	see	him/herself	as	if	s/he	personally	

went	out	of	egypt.”	How	is	this	learned	from	this	passage?	What	is	the	importance	
of	making	the	exodus	a	personal	experience	rather	than	a	historical	memory?”	(God	
took	me	out	of	egypt,	not	God	took	them	out	of	egypt).

6,	 What	is	Jewish	about	this	personal	memory	of	the	exodus?
7.	 How	do	other	Jewish	holidays	relive	moments	from	Jewish	history?

Deuteronomy 29.9:	You	stand	this	day	all	of	you	before	the	eternal,	your	
God;	the	heads	of	your	tribes,	your	elders,	and	your	officers,	all	the	people	
of	Israel,	your	little	ones,	your	wives,	and	the	resident-aliens	who	are	in	your	
camp,	both	the	person	who	cuts	your	wood	and	the	person	who	draws	your	
water,	that	you	may	enter	into	the	sworn	covenant	of	the	eternal,	your	God,	
which	the	eternal,	your	God,	makes	with	you	this	day;	that	God	may	establish	
you	this	day	as	God’s	people,	and	that	God	may	be	your	God,	as	was	promised	
to	you,	and	as	God	swore	to	your	fathers,	to	Abraham,	to	Isaac,	and	to	Jacob.	
Not	only	is	it	with	you	that	I	make	this	sworn	covenant,	but	with	those	who	
are	not	here	with	us	this	day	as	well	as	with	those	who	stand	here	with	us	
this	day	before	the	eternal	our	God.

1.	 The	center	of	this	text	is	the	making	of	a	covenant.	What	is	a	covenant?	What	is	the	
covenant	between	God	and	Israel?

2.	 Who	does	this	text	includee	in	the	covenant?
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3.	 What	does	 it	mean	when	 it	 says	“Not	only	 is	 it	with	you	that	 I	make	this	 sworn	
covenant,	but	with	those	who	are	not	here	with	us	this	day	as	well”?

4.	 This	text	is	one	of	those	that	establish	the	idea	of	the	“chosen	People.”	What	does	
that	concept	mean	to	you?

Here	is	a	famous	Hasidic	story.

The	Holy	Maggid	of	Mezrich	was	an	important,	world-class	Hasidic	teacher.	He	took	
over	from	the	son	of	the	Baal	Shem	Tov	and	became	the	Rebbe	of	all	Hasidic	Jews.	
But	before	he	was	discovered	and	became	a	great	rebbe,	he	earned	his	living	as	a	
ordinary	Hebrew	school	teacher	in	a	heder.	Later,	after	he	became	famous,	people	
became	interested	in	his	past.	They	went	to	his	Hebrew	school	students	and	asked	
them,	“What	kind	of	teacher	was	he?”

One	student	answered:	“He	pushed	us	and	pulled	us.	He	asked	us	questions	and	he	
listened	to	us.	He	waited	until	each	one	of	us	told	him	his	own	story	of	what	it	was	
like	to	go	out	of	egypt	and	cross	the	Reed	Sea.	And	he	waited	until	each	one	of	us	
told	him	his	own	story	of	what	it	was	like	to	stand	at	Mt.	Sinai	and	accept	the	Torah.”	
(Retold	from	Martin	Buber,	Tales of the Hasidim)

•	 How	is	this	story	connected	to	these	two	Torah	texts?	What	does	it	tell	us	about	
being	a	Jew?

PRAYeRS	cRAMMeD	INTO	THe	WeSTeRN	WALL
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Basic Judaism
To conclude, use this chapter and fill in the following categories:

1.	 GOD AND FAITH (Who	is	the	God,	and	what	are	you	supposed	to	believe?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

2.	 AUTHORITY AND LEADERSHIP (Who	are	the	leaders	of	Judaism,	and	what	authority	do	
they	have?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

3.	 REVELATION	(How	does	God	communicate	with	people?)

 	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

4. CELEBRATION (What	are	the	major	holidays,	and	how	are	they	celebrated?)

 	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

5. SALVATION	(What	is	“saved,”	and	how	do	you	get	there?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________
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6. THE MEANING OF LIFE	(What	is	the	purpose	of	living?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

7.	 CORE VALUES	(What	are	this	religion’s	most	important	values?)

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________

	__________________________________________________________________


