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To
Tracy and Dawn,

Of Whom it may truly be said,
“There is no end to the goodness of a good woman” (Midrash  Tehillim)

and to
Shira, Jacob

and
Elana,

The answers to all my questions.
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Introduction & 
Acknowledgments

This collection of letters was first published over the course of two 
years in my column, “Dear Rabbi.” Appearing in several news-

papers and on several Web sites, the column has generated remarkable 
interest as people from all across the globe sent their inquiries and com-
ments to “Dear Rabbi.” Because of this attention, I felt that an anthology 
of questions and responses from the column would be helpful to several 
distinct groups:

• Jews seeking information about their religion and their heritage; 

• Non-Jews interested in one of the world’s oldest and most influ-
ential faiths;

• Jewish professionals, who can read these letters to get a sense of 
the questions and concerns that motivate people today. 

Scholars and professionals write most of the articles and books available 
on Judaism, so their subject matter reflects a particular vantage point that 
the average person doesn’t necessarily share. Not so these letters, which are 
written by Jews and non-Jews who simply want to live their lives enriched 
by a better understanding of Judaism’s teachings.



There are many people and institutions to thank for their role in making 
“Dear Rabbi” possible.

• To Jewish Community Online/AOL, particularly to Marc Klein of the 
Northern California Jewish Bulletin, Marc Goldberg and the Binghamton 
Reporter, Joel Schatz and the Chicago Jewish News, Rob Goldblum and 
the New York Jewish Week, Dan Brin and the Southern California Jewish 
Heritage, Larry Brook and the Southern Shofar, Joe Amar and the papers 
of the Jewish Community News, Joel Roteman and the Pittsburgh Jewish 
Chronicle, Hannah Pascal and Shmooz, Chris Allen and the Heritage 
Florida Jewish News, Yosef Abramowitz and Jewish Family & Life!, 
Andrew Adler and Atlanta Maccabiah Press, Kenneth White and the 

6—JEWISH ANSWERSTO REAL-LIFE QUESTIONS



INTRODUCTION & ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS—7

Jewish News of Western Massachusetts, Aaron Cohen and JUF News for 
exposing the column to their readership and for giving me a chance 
to share Torah with so many people. 

• To Nama Frenkel and Ruth Frank, who helped publicize the column 
and spread the word.

• To the leadership of Congregation Eilat, Mission Viejo, California, 
especially to my friends Debbie Sirkin and David Kennedy, who were 
the synagogue presidents when these columns were initiated. And to 
the members of Congregation Eilat, who made it possible for their 
rabbi to reach beyond the boundaries of the synagogue and initiate 
this column.

• To my colleagues, members of the Board of Rabbis of Southern Cali-
fornia. These courageous and caring leaders from every stream of 
Judaism nurtured my writing and teaching as an essential expression 
of our partnership on behalf of God, Torah and Israel.

• To the University of Judaism—its administration, faculty, staff, stu-
dents and lay leaders—partners in nurturing a remarkable institution. 
I would like to thank my friend, Dr. Robert Wexler, President of the 
UJ, for his vision, his passion and his faith in the future of Judaism and 
the Jewish people. And I would like to thank my students, a wonderful 
cadre of great rabbis (and great soon-to-be rabbis).

• To my alma mater, The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, its 
administration and faculty, my eternal gratitude and affection.

• To the many people who read the column and who write with such 
significant concerns. That American Jews (and so many non-Jews!) still 
care what Judaism has to say about the pressing issues in their lives sig-
nifies the truth of the old adage: Am Yisrael chai, od Avinu chai! (The 
Jewish people lives, and our Parent-in-Heaven still lives!)

• To Joel Grishaver, Jane Golub, Alan Rowe, Seymour Rossel, and the 
wonderful people of Alef Design Group, who turned these letters into 
a beautiful book. Thank you for your friendship and your faith!

• To my parents, David Artson and Barbara Artson, whose giving and 
care I can never repay, and to my loving immediate family, Sydney and 
Benjamin Osterweil-Artson, Reuven Shavit, Matthew Artson, Lillian 
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and Hank Rubin, Grace Mayeda, Harriet and Jerry Streich, Sunny 
Grotsky—I love you all!

• To my beloved family, especially to my wife, Elana, and our children, 
Shira and Jacob. Their love of Torah and our love for each other are 
my primary sources of inspiration and my greatest incentive to risk, to 
dare and to persevere.

• In addition to my wife and children, I dedicate this book to my beauti-
ful sister, Tracy, and my dear sister-in-law, Dawn. Words cannot express 
how much I love you both, and what a wonderful presence you are 
in my heart and my life. Two women, blessed with empathy, wisdom, 
integrity and courage. This book is a small tribute of my love for you 
both.

• To the Holy One, Who has given me the privilege of a life of Torah 
and a career of teaching, living and learning Torah with God’s people.

o�kIg t¥rIC k¥t�k j�c¤J 'o�k§J°b±u o©T
Rabbi Bradley Shavit Artson
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An Invitation to the Reader

Dear Reader,

Thank you for your interest in the wisdom, joy and profundity 
of Judaism and Jewish living. 

If you have any questions you would like to ask, please feel free 
to contact me at by email at bartson@uj.edu. All names are altered 
to protect the reader’s privacy, and answers can only be given 
through the “Dear Rabbi” column.

Your questions are always welcome. 

In addition, if you would like to join ten thousand other sub-
scribers by signing up for my weekly email Torah commentary (at 
no charge), please send an email to listserv@uj.edu with the fol-
lowing in the body of the message: “SUBSCRIBE torah.”
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What Is 
Judaism?

WHAT IS JUDAISM?—11
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Is Judaism a Nationality 
or a Faith?

Dear Rabbi,

I’ve always thought that Judaism was a nationality as well as a 
religion. Is this wrong? Can you enlighten me?

Sharon

Dear Sharon,

Thank you for your letter.

The standard Western categories for defining a person (race, nationality/
ethnicity and faith) don’t work very well for Jews, because our history is 
very different from that of Western people. If you seek to apply those cate-
gories to a typical Western European, they work reasonably well: someone 
can be white, Anglo-Saxon, Anglican, and you have pretty much catego-
rized who they are. But those categories work less well the farther you 
move from Western Europe.

If Judaism were a race or an ethnicity, one could not convert to it. But 
Judaism has been accepting converts for about two thousand years. Some 
of the greatest rabbis of the Talmud are descendants of converts (or con-
verts themselves). And the Messiah is to be a descendant of David, who is 
himself a descendant of the Moabite Ruth. Judaism can’t be a race, as there 
are Jews of every race.

If Judaism were a faith alone, then an atheist could no longer be a Jew. 
Yet many non-religious Jews were also proud of their Jewish identity. One 
thinks readily of Sigmund Freud, Carl Sagan and David Ben Gurion in 
that category.

Instead of trying to force Judaism to fit into the categories created by 
another culture, why not take the time to learn about Judaism in its own 
categories?
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What Are the 
613 Commandments?

Dear Rabbi,

I’ve heard that there are 613 commandments in Judaism. Is that 
true? Where can I get a list of them?

Johanna

Dear Johanna,

613 is the popularly accepted number of mitzvot (commandments) in 
the Torah. If you read the entire Torah, you probably wouldn’t come up 
with 613, since the method of counting relies on rabbinic interpretation. 
But that number gained popularity during the early talmudic period, 
probably because 613 is equal to the number of parts of the human body 
(248 according to a talmudic rabbi) plus the days of the year. While many 
medieval sages have questioned this number, most scholars have accepted 
it, and it is now is a tradition in its own right.

There are many accessible enumerations of the 613 commandments of 
the Torah. In English, the most concise and widely available list is found 
in the Encyclopedia Judaica, in the article “Commandments, the 613.” For 
a marvelous discussion and listing, get a copy of Sefer Ha-Hinnukh: The 
Book of [Mitzvah] Education, published by Feldheim Publishers. This lists 
the commandments according to the weekly Torah portion and was origi-
nally written by a thirteenth-century father for his son’s edification. You 
can still feel the paternal love and concern in each page of the book. You 
can also enjoy Maimonides’ The Book of Divine Commandments, published 
by Soncino Press.

Please remember, though, that the number 613 is the number of biblical 
commandments, and not an exhaustive list of the commandments in Juda-
ism. The Rabbis have added many more mitzvot to Jewish practice (such 
as lighting Shabbat candles and the observance of Hanukkah and Purim). 
There is no a priori limit to the number of rabbinic commandments, and 
they are just as much a part of Judaism as the biblical commandments.
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What Does It Mean to Be Chosen?

Dear Rabbi,

Thank you for your reply to my question about the Jews as the 
chosen people. You like to define chosen as “distinct,” as opposed 
to in some way superior. This is appealing to me, as I have always 
been uncomfortable with the concept of “chosenness.” Can you 
please tell me the basis on which you define “chosen” as “dis-
tinct”? Has the concept of “chosen” evolved in Jewish thought 
over the centuries? I would appreciate your help with this.

Thank you, Dave

Dear Dave,

There certainly are Jewish sources that understand “chosen” as intrinsi-
cally superior. Particularly kabbalistic and Hasidic sources see the Jewish 
neshamah as superior in kind to the Gentile soul. I find such teachings 
repugnant and in conflict with other central Torah values (such as the idea 
that all people are created in God’s image).

But the idea that chosenness means “selected for responsibility” also has a 
lengthy pedigree in Judaism and Jewish thought. It is a matter of historical 
record (humanity now knows that the idea of the One God is incontro-
vertibly Judaism’s contribution to humankind). No one presents more 
thoughtful discussions of the subject than Rabbi Louis Jacobs in A Jewish 
Theology and Rabbi Robert Gordis in his essay, “A Jewish Prayer Book for 
the Modern Age.” As Rabbi Jacobs notes, “The biblical references to the 
choice are in a universalistic context, and the election of Israel is only pos-
sible within a universalistic framework.… The world owes Israel the idea 
of the One God of righteousness and holiness. This is how God became 
known to mankind, and clearly God used Israel for this great purpose.”

Hope this helps.

Shalom.


