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Introduction

This book aims to reveal essential ideas that many people do not know, and
among those who do, many refuse to believe that what past thinkers and I
wrote 1s correct.

I do so because I am convinced that knowing these ideas will help
people to improve themselves, live happier lives, and get along better with
others.

In the first four chapters, I address a question raised by an astute reader
of my website, www.booksnthoughts.com. The question prompted me to reveal
an astonishing revelation that most people do not know.

The questioner, a Noahide, recognized that a famous, brilliant thinker
wrote contradictory things. He asked me to explain why he did something
that seemed nonsensical.

I explain that the thinker he mentions is not unique in writing
contradictory ideas. I give many examples of other bright scholars who did
so and explain why it makes sense and is necessary. I added a fourth chapter
explaining Noahide since the questioner is a Noahide.

Since we were dealing with transmitting ideas, I devoted chapter five to
the issue of what ideas the Hebrew Bible, the Torah, wants to teach people.
This chapter, like the prior ones, will surprise many readers.

People make mistakes because of their ideas. Chapters six through ten
discuss this. In chapter six, I discuss the mistakes the State of Israel made
despite its well-meaning intentions. In chapter seven, I show that the idea
that the world can solve the seven-decade problems between the
Palestinians and Israelis by a “Two State Solution” is wrong. In eight, I

reveal how well-meaning, intelligent scholars erred in thinking some books



were holy. In chapter nine, I describe how nice, friendly people make
mistakes. Chapter ten shows that two people can differ regarding an idea,

yet both can be right.



Chapter One
Philosophers tell us leaders need to lie

Philosophers taught us that all leaders in society and religion must
sometimes lie to the people they lead.

In the following four chapters, I will discuss: (1) The question raised by
one of the readers of my website, www.booksnthoughts.com. The brilliant
question led me to write that many philosophers clearly state two contrary
ideas. The questioner asks why. I give an answer that may surprise many
readers. | introduce the ideas called Noble Lies “and Essential Truths.”” (2)
I describe the best description that shows why Noble Lies are needed. (3) |
describe some Noble Lies that will surprise many readers. (4) The

questioner identifies himself as a Noahide. | describe what a Noahide is.

The Question by Riccardo Fabio Gioviale of Catania, Italy

In a learned, indeed brilliant discussion filled with references to Jewish
sources, Hebrew terms, and rabbinical opinions, Riccardo Fabio Gioviale—
who identifies himself as a Noahide—asked me to clarify why Maimonides
wrote high praise for Aristotle in his Guide for the Perplexed, and worthy
of the world to come. Still, in Mishneh Torah 3:14, he says that twenty-four
individuals will not receive a portion in the world to come. Among the
twenty—four excluded are those who deny the divine origin of the Torah and
the existence of prophecy, which Aristotle, a non-Jew, denied. Thus,
Maimonides praises Aristotle, says that he has a share in the world to come,

but later denies this. Gioviale asked me to clarify this matter.



As we will see below, Maimonides did not believe what he wrote on

this subject in Mishneh Torah.

The answer - Plato, Epicurus, and talmudic rabbis

The Greek philosopher Plato (circa 429-347 BCE) mentions the concept of
the Noble Lie in The Republic, Book III, 414b—415d. He states that his
teacher Socrates, who died in 399 BCE, introduced the concept despite it
being a myth or lie that the elite in society should teach the people to help
them feel good and maintain social harmony.

The lie Socrates proposed was the myth of the metals, which explains
the origin of the three social classes in Plato’s ideal society, the
Republic. The myth states that people are born from the earth, and each
person has a different type of metal mixed into their soul. The metals
determine their social class and role in society: gold is for guardians, the
rulers; silver is for law-and-order auxiliaries to the guardians who control
the third class; and iron is for artisans and laborers, the general population.

Socrates taught that if people believed the lie, they would be more likely
to care for the state and each other and to play their societal roles happily.

Epicurus (c. 342-270 BCE), a later philosopher, practiced the lie. For
example, he wrote to his followers that he did not believe in God, but told
his general readers that he did believe in the existence of a deity.

Many scholars are convinced that talmudic rabbis, or at least some of
them, also did so. They spoke about the existence of demons as a practical
“necessary belief, which they called aveirah lishmah, “a sin committed to
accomplishing a good,” to protect large, generally uneducated segments of

the Jewish population from harm. An example is prohibiting entry into an



old, dilapidated ruin because of the presence of demons, when the actual

reason is to protect foolish people from a dangerous situation.

Maimonides

Maimonides (1138-1204) also believed that such lies are necessary to fulfill
a political function, control behavior, regulate social relations, instill
obedience to the Torah, and aid people in acquiring noble qualities. He
called them essential truths. He wrote in Arabic, in which words are also
treated as necessary truths, and discusses them in several works,
including The Guide for the Perplexed 3:28 and the introduction to his
Guide in item 7. In the introduction, he explained why one statement in his
guide differs from another and gave many examples of essential truths. For
instance, he states that the Torah teaches that God becomes angry with those
who disobey God, even though this is untrue. God has no emotion and does
not become angry. The Torah transmitted the idea that God becomes angry
because, if uneducated people believed out of fear that God would be angry
if they disobeyed, they would try to control and improve their behavior.
Similarly, the belief that God responds immediately to prayer is not an
actual truth but a necessary one, expressed to make the masses feel better
and less fearful. He also used essential truths when he wrote to the
persecuted Jews of Yemen in his Letter to Yemen. He assured the Yemenite
Jews that the messiah would be coming soon to miraculously relieve their
suffering, even though he was convinced that this matter was impossible to
predict, and that the messianic age would be like the present time, not
miraculous, but a peaceful period. The Yemenites never forgot
Maimonides’ consolation, and they thank and praise him daily many times

when they recite their Kaddish prayer.
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Another example is that many scholars are convinced that Maimonides
did not accept all thirteen principles he mentions in his work, Chelek. For
instance, he did not think that the eighth principle stating that the Torah we
have today is identical to the Torah that existed during the time of Moses.
He knew that changes such as those made by Tekunie Sofrim were
necessary, but he taught the essential truth to help fellow Jews. Muslims
and some Jews claimed that the ancients tampered with the Torah text. The
average Jew needed to believe that the Torah was holy and that God
protected its wording from contamination.

The belief in the resurrection is also generally understood as a
Maimonidean teaching, an essential truth, because Maimonides believed
that life after death would be so enjoyable that no one would want to be

resurrected to a lesser condition.



Chapter Two
Ibn Tufayl’s Fascinating and Informative Tale

The best depiction of leaders’ need to lie to their population is the brilliant
tale by the Arab Andalusian polymath philosopher Abu Bakr Muhammad
ibn Tufayl (circa 1110-1185). It is possible that he influenced Maimonides.
Ibn Tufayl’s masterpiece contains many valuable lessons, but what is most
interesting in his parable is his view-a clear, dramatic restatement that wise
people, philosophers, and religious leaders must refrain from telling the
general population what they understand. This is especially true, he states,
about religion. Organized religion, as understood by the masses, is
necessary for the masses, but wrong for people with understanding because

it is not true.

Philosophers before Ibn Tufayl

Ibn Tufayl introduces his story by recounting how his predecessors hid the
truth from the multitude. They said one thing in books meant for the general
population to read and something entirely different in books they wrote for
scholars.

Al-Farabi (870-950), for example, wrote in his The Ideal Religion that
the souls of wicked people live on after death and are perpetually tortured.
However, in his Civil Practice and his commentary on Aristotle’s ethics
(the Greek Aristotle lived from 383 BCE to 322 BCE), he wrote that the
notion of life after death is wrong and that “all other claims are senseless
ravings and old wives’ tales.”

Similarly, Ibn Tufayl tells us that the philosopher Avicenna (980-1037)
warned intelligent people to be careful when reading Aristotle because “if
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you take everything in Aristotle (literally), you will end up far from
perfection.”

So, too, while discussing Al-Ghazali (1058-1111), Ibn Tufayl points out
that this philosopher hid what he truly meant so that only those who were
learned would understand the truth. “Most of them were expressed in the
form of symbols and allusions, of value to those who hear them only after
they have found the truth by their own insight or to someone innately gifted
and primed to understand. Such men need only the subtlest hints.”

Ibn Tufayl writes that despite years of study and his intelligence, he had
to work hard to separate truth from the lies he was taught by his teachers
and the ones he saw in books. These notions are not based on the truth but

on blind faith and are wrong.

What is the Hayy Ibn Yaqzan parable?

Hayy is either spontaneously generated on an equatorial island or born like
all humans, put in a box as a baby, and placed in the ocean to protect him
from a king who wants to kill him. The box is washed up on the island where
no predatory animals exist, so Hayy is safe from being mulled by beasts. A
deer finds the child, feeds and raises him. Little by little, Hayy grows cared
for by the deer and, being exceptionally intelligent, learns about nature and
how to care for himself. He figured out how to protect his food from
animals, how to build a storehouse, a door, and other matters.

When the deer dies, Hayy has difficulty understanding what death is.
He cuts up her body and comes to believe that there is something beyond
the physical that is responsible for life. By age 28, using his intelligence, he
figures out that God exists, and that “all actions attributed to (everything on
earth) were brought about through them by another Being,” and he turns his
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mind to study the heavenly bodies. By age 35, “Hayy found marks of
wisdom and divine creativity that exhausted his power of admiration and
confirmed his belief that all this could only have a cause of consummate
perfection—beyond perfection ... By now, the thought of this subject was
so deeply rooted in his heart that he could think of nothing else.”

Thus, and this is significant to understanding the parable, Hayy attains
true knowledge. It is irrelevant that people can argue that it is impossible to
achieve “true knowledge” and that humans have insufficient brain power to
do so. It is essential to realize that this is a parable, and the author says that
Hayy attained this goal. Ibn Tufayl then spends about a dozen pages telling
us how this “true understanding” shapes Hayy’s behavior. This is
interesting, but what is essential is that Hayy, who attains “true
understanding,” encounters the “true religion.”

In the parable, the “true religion” exists on an island close to where
Hayy is living. The “true religion (is) based on the teachings of a certain
ancient prophet ... Now, the practice in this religion (as in all religions) was
to represent all reality in symbols.”

Two “fine young men of ability and high principle” grow up on this
island: Absal and Salaman. Both study the religion and accept it
“enthusiastically. Both hold themselves duty-bound to abide by all its laws
and precepts for living.” But Absal “was the more deeply concerned with
getting down to the heart of things, the more eager to discover spiritual
values, and the more ready to attempt a more or less allegorical

interpretation.”



But Salaman, like most religious people today, “was more anxious to
preserve the literal and less prone to seek subtle intentions. Overall, he
avoided giving too free rein to his thoughts.”

Absal spends many hours studying, and he wants to find a place to
seclude himself, delve into the truth underlying the symbolic teachings of
the “true religion,” contemplate them, and understand them. He hears about
the secluded island where, unbeknownst to him, Hayy is living and studying
the truth. He sails there and studies there as he planned.

Hayy sees him and, after some time, learns Absal’s language and speaks
to him. Absal tells him about the island where the “true religion” is taught
and practiced. Hayy wants to see the island and its people, hoping to learn
from them. So, the two sail to the island.

Hayy sees two things that puzzle him. First, why did the prophet of the
“true religion” who knew the truth rely for the most part on symbols to
portray the divine world, allowing mankind to fall into the grave error of
(the truth about God, the functioning of the universe, and reward and
punishment) instead of revealing the truth?”

Second, while Hayy is impressed by the religion’s rituals, he can’t
understand why the religion doesn't emphasize that people should study and
understand the unvarnished truth hinted at by the symbols they are taught.

Why did he ask these questions? This is Ibn Tufayl’s significant point.
It “was his naive belief that all men (were like him and Absal and) had
outstanding character, brilliant minds, and resolute spirits. He had no idea
how stupid, inadequate, thoughtless, and weak-willed they are, ‘like sheep

gone astray, only worse.””



Hayy pities the people and naively hopes to save and improve them.
Absal—who has lived among them and understands them—warns Hayy
that his plan cannot work. Not only are the people incapable of
understanding the truths behind the symbols they are taught, but they will
see any attempt to teach them these truths as a threat to their religion, against
the very foundations of their lives.

The people listen to Hayy at first. They marvel at his teachings, but “the
moment he rose above the literal and began to portray things against which
they were prejudiced (against their preconceived superficial notions), they
recoiled in horror from his ideas and closed their minds.” They are repulsed,
disgusted, and angry. “Their inborn infirmity simply would not allow them”
to listen to him speak.

Looking at their faces and hearing their angry comments, Hayy
understands that his goal, although important, is impossible. He
“understood the human condition” and why he had failed. He knew the “sole
benefit most people could derive from religion was for this world, in that it
helped them lead decent lives without others encroaching on what belonged
to them.” Hayy now knew that this was why the prophet could only teach
them the symbols of the truth and could not encourage them to delve deeper.
He recognizes that while the “true religion” cannot teach people the truth,
it has a significant social value.

So Hayy decides to remove the agitation he created. He goes to the
people and apologizes. He tells them that he was wrong. He says he now
sees the light and realizes they are right. He urges them to hold “fast to their
observance and all the statutes regulating outward behavior and not delve

into things that did not concern them, submissively to accept all the most



problematical elements of the tradition and shun originality and innovation,
follow in the footsteps of their righteous forbears and leave behind anything
modern.”

Then Hayy and Absal leave the island of “true religion * and sail back
to the island where Hayy had learned the truth. The two men spend their
lives there delving into and contemplating that truth.

So, Ibn Tufayl ends his dramatization of what he tells us the ancients

understood. Most people cannot be taught the truth and are threatened by it.
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Chapter Three

Surprising Essential Truths

Some Jewish teachings are accepted as accurate and are only essential
truths. | want to emphasize that this does not diminish Judaism in any way
as | am an observant Orthodox Jew. | will give a few examples of some

essential truths that will surprise many readers.

The 613 Biblical Commandments

The first report that the Torah contains 613 commandments dates to the
third century CE, when Rabbi Simlai mentioned this concept in a sermon
recorded in the Babylonian Talmud, Makkot 23b. The Talmud states:
“Rabbi Simlai gave as a sermon (darash Rabi Simlai): 613 commandments
were communicated to Moses—365 negative commands, corresponding to
the number of solar days [in a year], and 248 positive commands,
corresponding to the number of the members [bones covered with flesh] of
a man’s body.” Rabbi Simlai invented the number 613 because it fit his
sermon: A person should observe the Torah with all his body parts (248)
daily (365). The two numbers total 613. One hundred fifty years before
Rabbi Simlai, Ben Azzai was quoted as saying that there were three hundred
biblical commands.! E. E. Urbach wrote: “In the Tannaitic sources, this

number [613] is unknown.”?

I Sifrei Deuteronomy 76.

2 The Sages: Their Concepts and Beliefs (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987). See
my book Mysteries of Judaism |1, chapter 23, “There are not 613 biblical commands,” for more
information on this subject, including sages’ views agreeing that 613 is sermonic, not real.
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Did Maimonides list the Biblical Laws in his Mishneh Torah?

Maimonides knew that the notion of 613 biblical commands was only
sermonic. He knew many laws proclaimed in the Torah were not ideal, but
the best that the ancients could accept. The Torah provided numerous hints
on how to modify laws, such as those related to slavery and sacrifices, and
instructed the Israelites to heed the judges of their time. He knew that
Judaism is not Torah Judaism, but rabbinical Judaism—Iaws and behaviors
that the rabbis were convinced the Torah meant for Jews to observe.

However, he also knew that the general population accepted Jewish
commands as biblical, unchanged commands from God. He knew they
wanted information about what Judaism required and prohibited, so he
listed the commandments that the rabbis considered either explicit or
implicit in the Torah.

In short, those who think that Maimonides listed precisely what the
Torah demands do not realize that these are actual Jewish laws, but not

precisely what the Torah states.

Belief in God is not the goal of Judaism

It is not rational to expect people to believe in God. First, no one can force
another to believe in anything. Second, believing and faith are not
reasonable. Faith is accepting as true what science, one’s senses, and logic
tell us is untrue. Taking what Kierkegaard called a “leap of Faith” over a
dangerous cavern makes as much sense as jumping into one’s death in the
cavern’s depth. Third, there is no requirement to believe in the Torah. The
word emunah, which came to mean “faith” in modern Hebrew, is in the
Bible, but there it means holding steadfast, keeping one’s worship of God
rather than idols. It refers to behavior, not thought. Fourth, accepting the
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notion of belief and faith is accepting a Christian concept. In the first
century CE, Paul wanted to convert pagans to Judaism, for Christianity at
that time was a group among Jews. When the pagans refused because they
did not want to be circumcised and be restricted in certain acts, such as what
they could eat, Paul told them they could refrain from Jewish behaviors if
they believed in Jesus.

At best, the idea that God wants people to have faith is an essential truth.

People are unable to know anything about God

Moses asked God to tell him how he could know God in Exodus 33:18-23.
Moses requests God: “Show me please your glory,” meaning, “Show me
what you are.” God replies that God will make the divine goodness pass
before Moses ... but tells him that he cannot see God’s face. Moses should
stand behind a rock ... but after God passes, “you will see my back, but my
face will not be seen.”

Some commentators explain this with another metaphor. It is as if
Moses cannot see God as He passes by, but only His footprints afterward.

God tells Moses that humans cannot understand God because human
intelligence is limited. However, they can understand God better by seeing
what God has done and God’s “back.” What can humans see? It is what God
created. And what is this? It is what exists on earth and the laws of nature.

Once we understand that the only way to know God is to see the world
and how it functions, we realize that the fundamental teaching of the Torah,

what God wants us to do, is to study the sciences.?

3 Many scholars have recognized this. For example, Herbert A. Davidson, Maimonides the
Rationalist, The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2011. His first chapter is entitled “The
Study of Philosophy as a Religious Obligation” where he speaks about “grounding love of God
in scientific knowledge.”
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Also, this understanding that humans are incapable of knowing what
God is should make us realize that ideas such as “God is all-knowing,

mighty, knows us, loves us, etc., are essential truths.

14



Chapter Four
What are Noahides?

In 1986, the Lubavitcher Rebbe invited me to speak with him and requested
that I, an American Army General, address Army bases worldwide on the
Seven Noahide Commandments. Although 1 try to think rationally and not
mystically like the Rebbe, I did so, and this is a version of that speech. |
agreed with the Rebbe that the observance by all people of all religions of
the Noahide Commands would create a peaceful world.

The Noahide Commandments

The Bible states that Noah’s generation violated God’s commands, but
these commands are not mentioned in the Bible. However, rabbis write that
these rules were known in oral traditions. They were recorded around 200
CE in a work called Tosefta and repeated in the twelfth century in Moses
Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah, his Code of Jewish Law, in a revised order.

The Tosefta lists the seven as follows:
1. The establishment of law courts
The prohibition against blasphemy
. Idolatry

2.
3
4. Sexual immorality
5. Bloodshed
6. Theft

7. Against eating a limb torn from a living animal
Maimonides’ Code orders the commands differently:

1. Prohibitions against idolatry

2. Blasphemy
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Bloodshed

3
4. Sexual immorality
5. Theft
6. The establishment of law courts

7. The rule forbidding eating a limb torn from a living animal

It seems that Maimonides changed the order of the commands to present
them in an ever-ascending, step-by-step manner from basic behaviors that
people consider obvious to more significant behaviors, which, when
understood and properly practiced, could change and improve individuals
and society.

Maimonides forbids idolatry first. This rule teaches that God created
humans and gave them the “image of God” (Genesis 1:27), which he
explains in his Guide of the Perplexed 1:1 is human intelligence. This first
command stresses that people must use their intelligence, which makes
them humans. It prompts people to use their intelligence and to understand
that God created the laws of nature, which are good, and that people must
study them to know and value them and use them to improve themselves
and society. It warns people against passively relying on faith and
superstition, and on idols that seduce them from their duty to study, think,
understand, and use the world intelligently.

Proverbs 2 has this lesson: “Open your ears to wisdom and incline your
heart to clarity. Call on understanding, a trusted mother whose love is all
you need. Seek her single-mindedly as though she were a hidden treasure.”

The philosopher Aristotle, whom Maimonides quotes, said that
intelligence makes people human and that a person who does not use it is

no better than an animal or a plant. Relying on “faith” rather than using
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one’s mind violates the first command, for faith is the improper acceptance
as true of what one’s senses, science, and intelligence state is untrue.

The second command prohibits blasphemy. Cursing God and God’s
creations or neglecting or misusing what has been created is blasphemy, a
radical negation of what God has done. This law stresses that we must use
what was created to improve ourselves and others. Sitting passively in a
room, either alone or with others, reading the Talmud while avoiding what
God created, is saying, “I do not want what God created. All that was
created should be avoided; it is wrong. God created many things that should
be avoided. I will just read and not improve myself and others.”

Rabbi Schneur Zalman, the first Lubavitcher Rebbe, demonstrated the
significance of this teaching. Once, when he lived in an apartment above his
son and infant grandchild, he heard his grandchild crying. He left his studies
and went down to his son’s apartment, where he saw the child in one corner
and his son, the child’s father, in another, absorbed in Talmud study. He
lifted and soothed the child and then said to his son, “Study has no effect as
long as you don’t hear a child’s cries.” His son understood that the Torah
prompts people to think and to use their thoughts to help themselves and
others. The Torah wasn’t intended to be used passively, as only a document
for study.

The Talmud states that the ancient sage Shimon ben Shetach lived such
a life. Once, he sent his disciples to buy him a saddle. They returned
overjoyed. They found a diamond in the saddle. They praised their teacher
as being blessed by God because, under a strict legal reading, the seller,
having completed the sale, had sold him both the saddle and its contents.
But they were blaspheming God by failing to understand his teaching.
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Shimon ben Shetach told his students that we must go beyond the basics of
the law, and they must return the diamond. When the seller retrieved the
jewel, he understood the teaching and exclaimed: “Blessed is the God of
Shimon ben Shetach!”

The third command prevents murder. Most people understand that this
prohibition minimizes strife and preserves civilization. However, it is much
more. It requires people to recognize that everyone, regardless of race or
gender, must never be harmed in any fashion. For acts such as
discrimination, or even embarrassing another individual, is akin to murder.
Pens and words can be more deadly than a sword.

The fourth command regulates sexual relations. It restrains incest,
adultery, and bestiality. Maimonides taught that life requires personal
control. This command requires people to train themselves, control their
thoughts and behaviors, and develop reasonable behavioral habits in line
with the golden mean. Sigmund Freud taught that virtually all bad deeds
result from the sex drive; thus, the command of controlling sex is meant to
maintain all of our actions.

Everyone thinks they understand the fifth Noahide Commandment
forbidding theft, but like the others, it is much deeper than one thinks. The
rabbis who listed the Noahide Commandments state that the seven are
implied in the early chapters of the Bible. Genesis 2:16 is one source for the
Noahide interdiction against theft: ““You may eat of every tree of the garden
except from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” This verse clarifies
that everything belongs to God. We steal from God when we steal from

people. While the fourth command focuses on harming individuals, the fifth
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stresses that harming their property can have a more devastating
psychological effect.

The Maimonidean sixth command, to establish law courts, is the
Tosefta’s first. The Tosefta may have placed this command first to teach
that laws are essential to society because they control people. However, the
Maimonidean order teaches that societies must begin with a value system
that encourages education, the use of knowledge, and respect for all
individuals. Courts of law ensure that the former is practiced.

Maimonides’ order of commands starts with the individual and then
moves to society. It is an orderly presentation of rules that helps improve
people and culture. The first stresses the use of one’s intelligence to
understand and master the laws of nature. It rejects the reliance on others
and the faith that others will help. The second focuses on using that
knowledge to help people. It rejects the passive life, even a life devoted to
prayer and Talmud study. The third teaches that people mustn’t harm other
humans in any way; even a minor cut or a casual remark can fester and kill.
The fourth encourages the development of self-control. Destructive
behaviors are not erased by beating one’s chest or by saying a prayer;
“repentance” is the procedure of recognizing what the person did wrong,
resolving not to repeat it, remedying the wrong by a sincere apology or
returning what was taken, and developing habits of behavior to assure that
the lousy deed will not be repeated. The fifth states that taking something
belonging to another can sometimes have a more devastating effect than
hurting a person physically. The sixth establishes law courts to help control
the former laws. But how does the seventh command from Genesis 9:4:

“Surely flesh with its lifeblood you shall not eat,” fit into this progression?
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We would expect the final law to be the highest principle. Why did the
Tosefta and Maimonides set this command as the last, the most significant?

It is. It teaches the most difficult lesson. People must go beyond
respecting humans. The seventh commandment mandates respect for
animals and inanimate objects, as well as proper behavior towards
everything. We cannot fully improve ourselves and society unless we
ensure that nothing is in pain or misused.

A story highlights the goal of these seven commands: A youngster was
waiting at the seashore for a ship to take him home. An adult stopped by,
mocked him, and said he was standing in the wrong place. He told the boy
to walk three miles to the regularly established passenger pick-up area. The
youngster stood his ground. Soon, the boat came downstream. It turned
toward him and released its plank to take him aboard. The adult was
shocked. “How did you know,” he asked, “that the ship would stop to pick
you up?” “Simple,” the boy replied. “You see, the captain is my father.”

The captain in the story is nature. Once we realize that the laws of nature
are God’s gift to humanity and act with intelligence, using nature properly,
life gains purpose, people and society flourish, and the proper use of nature
guides individuals to their rightful place. This is the ultimate goal of the

Noahide Commands.
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Chapter Five
What Does the Torah Want to Teach People?

In a prior chapter, we mentioned that the Tanakh does not teach beliefs or
that people should have faith. It teaches proper behavior. The word
“Orthodox” is derived from Greek and refers to individuals who share
certain beliefs that define their identity. The term was not invented by
religious Jews but by secular Jews who were mocking their spiritual
brethren. Religious Jews accepted the title, but many of them preferred the
title Orthopractic, people who stress actions and proper behavior. What did

Maimonides say about the goal of Judaism?

Torah study is not the goal God set for Jews

Contrary to the view of many, the Torah and its halakhot (“laws”) are not
the end goal, but only the means. The Torah is sacred, but it must be
understood and appropriately applied. Maimonides devoted chapters 30
through 50 of his third book, the Guide of the Perplexed, to explaining the
613 biblical commands. He explains that the “principal object of the law is
to remove this doctrine (idolatry) and to destroy its traces.” He explains that
God wanted to remove “error from our minds, and protect our bodies from
trouble; and therefore, desired us to discontinue the practice of these useless
actions.” Thus, the first purpose of the law is to renounce and relinquish
useless ideas and to prepare ourselves to act appropriately.

Maimonides writes in chapter 31 that “every one of the 613 biblical
precepts serves to (1) inculcate some truth to remove some erroneous idea,
(2) establish proper relations in society to diminish evil, and (3) train (the

individual in) good manners and to warn (the person) against bad habits.”
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Thus, Maimonides explains, the biblical laws are “only the means that He
employed for His primary (three-fold) objective.”

Therefore, it seems that the pious individual who spends his time
studying the Torah without involving himself in proper behavior is
mistakenly treating the study of the Torah as the goal. They ignore what
Maimonides taught: that it is only the means to the goal. Such a person is
like a carpenter who spends all his time reading the carpentry manual and

never repairs the broken table.

Does every biblical command help every individual?

While many would like to insist that laws, especially divine ones, are
applicable and beneficial to all people, Maimonides recognizes that this is
impossible. In chapter 34, he writes that the law “does not consider
exceptional circumstances ... It ignores the potential injury it could cause to
a single person ... (It is like) nature whose various forces yield general
benefits but cause injury to others ... We should, therefore, not be surprised
when we discover that the object of the law was not fully realized in every
person ... It is impossible to be otherwise.”

Jewish law takes cognizance of the fact that the law can improperly hurt
an individual in several ways. When the Israelites had a king, he was
permitted to exercise his judgment and disregard the law in deciding cases.
Jewish judges today are encouraged, when appropriate, to settle a case based
on “mercy” rather than adhering strictly to the rule of law, since the rule of
law is not always just. There is also the concept of lifnim meshurat hadin,
which encourages people in certain circumstances to go beyond the literal

interpretation of the law.
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Chapter Six

Three Enormous State of Israel Mistakes

The pagan and Jewish philosophers Aristotle and Maimonides emphasized
that people should cultivate habits of behavior according to the “Golden
Mean,” the middle ground between the extremes of avoidance and excess,
so that when a situation arises, they will react instinctively in a proper
manner guided by their habits. An example of the Golden Mean is courage.
An appropriate, courageous hero is neither cowardly nor fearful, hiding
from danger, nor fearlessly rushing into unsafe situations without care.
Most sensible people accept this idea, but too often ignore it. The behavior

resulted in tragedy.

The State of Israel did so three times.

First, in 1948, ultra-religious Jewish citizens were allowed to be absolved
from military duty and any other service to the State. Second, by not
annexing Judea and Samaria in 1967 and making its Arab population Israeli
citizens if they desired to be so. Third, Israel removed thriving segments of
its Jewish population from Gaza and gave the area to Arabs. The
disengagement was proposed in 2003 by Prime Minister Ariel Sharon,
adopted by the government in June 2004, and approved by the Knesset in
February 2005 as the Disengagement Plan Implementation Law. The plan
was implemented in the summer of 2005 and had a lasting impact. The
errors resulted from going to the extreme of being overly kind. They can be
corrected now.

All Israeli citizens should be required to either serve in the military or

in an organization that serves the country.
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Israel should retake Judea, Samaria, and Gaza and implement a “One

State Solution.”
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Chapter Seven
A Solution to the Arab Israel Conflict

Many politicians, including those who are well-meaning, suggest that the
only practical solution to the long-standing strife between Palestinians and
Jews is a “two-state solution,” an idea developed with the Oslo Accords in
1994. They are wrong. It is a formula for a never-ending conflict.

David Friedman served as US ambassador to Israel from 2017 to 2021.
He was intimately involved in Israel-Arab affairs, met and held talks with
leaders of both sides, and was one of the architects of the Abraham Accords.
He demonstrates in his brilliant 2024 book, “One State Solution,”” why a
two-state solution rests on flawed premises and will ultimately fail to
resolve anything. Former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo has praised the
book, as have syndicated TV and radio host Mark Levin, U.S. Ambassador-
designate Mike Huckabee, Pastor John Hagee, Professor Alan Dershowitz,
and numerous other notable figures. The following are some of the many

facts he reveals.

Definition

The two-state solution is, in essence, the idea to establish two states in the
land of Israel, one for Jews and one for Arabs. The one-state solution
suggests the creation of a single Jewish state, Israel, which would include

all Arabs who desire to live in it.

Problems

As will be evident in the following discussion, this proposal has no chance
of success. The Arabs have no historical reason for having possession of

parts of Israel. Also, more significantly, since 1967, when Israel gave them
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control of the West Bank and Gaza, the Arab government has mismanaged
the areas. They have not used what they governed to benefit its Arab
population and have not spent funds given to the government to help its
people. Instead of doing the basic requirements of a government, the Arab
leaders taught the population hatred and the need to drive the Jews from
Israel. They built tunnels, purchased arms, and trained soldiers to

accomplish this mission.

The West Bank

Some people think that the “West Bank™ has been a Palestinian state for
more than a generation. This is wrong. Neither the name “West Bank™ nor
the idea that it is Palestinian is correct.

According to the Hebrew Bible, God promised the land of Israel to each
of the three patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — and their descendants
on multiple occasions, as recorded in Genesis 13:15, 26:3, and 28:13. The
biblical book of Joshua 15:47 indicates that the tribe of Judah was also given
Gaza.

There is abundant evidence that Jews have lived in Israel since ancient
times. For example, as I write this review, newspapers and TV have
announced that a Ten Commandments tablet, dated between 300 and 800
CE, was found in 1913 near the site of an ancient synagogue, one of many
proofs that Jews were present in Israel. During these years, as we will soon
show, Palestinians did not even exist.

In Moses’s time, the Jewish tribes were on both sides of the Jordan
River. However, Jordan, not the Palestinians, received the eastern and

western banks of the river after World War 1.
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The ancient names of the western areas are Judea and Samaria. The area
was Jewish for nearly three thousand years, and two Jewish kingdoms
existed there.

Judea was the kingdom of King David and Solomon, as well as their
descendants, following the death of King Saul. Scholars date King Saul’s
reign as the first king of Israel between 1021 and 1000 BCE.

When Solomon died, ten of the twelve tribes rebelled against his son.
They established a separate kingdom in Samaria, to the north of Solomon’s
son’s kingdom, which was called Judea because it mainly comprised the
tribe of Judah.

The Jewish people are called Jews today because they come from Judea.
The Northern kingdom named Israel was destroyed in 722 BCE. Judea
lasted until 586 BCE when the Jewish First Temple was destroyed.
However, Jews had a reestablished kingdom in Israel after 586 BCE, from
around 516 BCE, such as the kingdom of King Herod mentioned in the New
Testament.

Samaria (Hebrew: Shomron) is mentioned in the Bible in 1 Kings 16:24.
It is the name of the mountain on which Omri, the ruler of the northern
Israelite kingdom in the 9th century BCE, built his capital and named it after
himself. It is located in the central region of the biblical Land of Israel.

People called Judea and Shomron the “West Bank” because, from 1948
until 1967, the area was under Jordanian control and part of Jordan. It was
the “west bank” of Jordan, a direction, not a Palestinian state. In 1967, when
Arab nations attacked Israel, Israel defeated them in six days.

While most nations incorporate captured territory into their land,

especially in this case where the captured territory was the homeland of the
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kings of Judah and Israel and their people, the State of Israel did not do so.
It has only kept Judea and Samaria under Israeli administration since
capturing this land in 1967.

This was a well-meaning mistake, a hope that being kind to the Arabs
would result in peaceful lives for Jews and Arabs. It did not work out as
hoped. Neither did the similar error of giving up Gaza.

The Arab leaders of these areas pleaded with the world for financial aid
for their citizens, but provided little of what they received to the population.
Instead, they enriched themselves, became multi-millionaires, bought

weapons, and dug tunnels to attack and drive Jews from their homeland.

Judea, Samaria, and Gaza became hostile areas

There is every indication that a “Two-State Solution” would not alter the
behavior of this leadership.

The areas remain economic failures. Besides the continual threat to
Israel, there is no indication that the life of the Arab population in these
areas would improve.

The GDP per capita of the Palestinian Authority is an abysmal $2,500.
Other Muslim nations are about $4,000. In contrast, Israel’s GDP per capita
is approximately $5,400, ranking it among the top twenty nations. Few, if
any, Israeli Arabs would want to live in a poor, corrupt autocracy with the
goal of constant warfare.

Palestinians receive more foreign aid per capita than any other people
on earth. Between 1994 and 2020, $40 billion was allocated. But little of
this money reached the average Arab. However, Arab leaders reside in
multi-million-dollar homes. The money is used to fight Israel, build tunnels,

and buy weapons.
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The name Palestine

The name “Palestine” dates back centuries before the arrival of the Arabs
in Israel. In 135 CE, the territory was still referred to as Judea. The Romans,
who had just defeated the army of Bar Kochba and wanted to destroy the
Jewish people, destroyed much of the land, made it difficult for vegetation
to grow, and even changed the country’s name to “Syria Palistina.”

Contrary to what many think, “Palistina” does not mean Palestine, but
Philistines.” Rome chose the name to mock the Jews. They knew that the
Philistines were the archenemies of the Jewish people in the time of the
judges, prophets, and kings of Israel, so they said that the land belonged to
the Philistines. Modern Arabs have no connection to the Philistines.

Not only is the name Palestine an error, but no country ever existed
called Palestine, Arabs never lived in any area called Palestine, and the
Philistines do not apply to them. The letter P is not in their lexicon. They

say instead, “Falistin.”

History does not support the Palestinians

There is much more that negates the claims of Arabs.

It is significant that from 1917, when the world decided to give parts of
Israel to the Jews in the Balfour Declaration, until 1948, there was no
Palestinian party involved in this decision-making process regarding the
division of the land of Israel.

It is also significant that from 1949 through 1967, Judah, Samaria, and
the old city of Jerusalem were under the control of Jordan, and Jews were
denied access to these holy sites. It was not until 1964 that the Palestine

Liberation Organization (PLO) was established.
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Who are the Palestinians?

Arabs arrived in Israel only around 600 CE with the Muslim invasion. None
were in Israel before this date.

In 1948, after Israel’s War of Independence, about 156,000 Arabs lived
in Israel. Today, about two million Arabs live in Israel as full citizens of the
State. Millions live abroad with no desire to return home.

Approximately 150,000 Druze live in Israel. They are non-Muslims but
speak Arabic. Many support Israel and serve in its army.

Israel Arabs are attending Israeli universities in large numbers, thereby
improving themselves and their living conditions. According to a recent
count, 17% of students at Hebrew University in Jerusalem are Arab, 41% at
Haifa University, 16% at Tel Aviv University, and 22% at the Technion.
Christian Arabs constitute 2% of Israel’s population, but represent 17% of
university students.

The country of Israel was in the top five this year in the “World
Happiness Index.” This statistic includes the two million Arabs living in
Israel.

In short, not all Arabs desire a two-state solution. Non-Jews are treated

reasonably well in Israel, and with a one-state solution, this will continue.
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Chapter Eight
The Scroll of Antiochus, a Fiction About Hannukah

People of all religions frequently describe certain things as holy and devise
sacred ceremonies that involve them without realizing that these things are
false. They do so because others thought they were holy or because of

superstition or flawed reasoning. The Scroll of Antiochus is an example.

The Scroll of Antiochus

The Scroll of Antiochus was written to describe the origins of the holiday
of Hanukkah and to praise its history as significant and sacred. It does so by
writing the tale using language and acts similar to those in the biblical book
of Esther. While well-intentioned, the Scroll is a work of fiction.

Jews in Italy and Yemen considered the Scroll holy. As stated in the

Tosaphot commentary on the Babylonian Talmud, Sukkah 42, it is read in
synagogues on Hanukkah, just as Jews read the book of Esther today.
The Scroll is available for under three dollars on Amazon Kindle. The brief,
just over a dozen pages in English is followed by the text in Hebrew and
over a dozen explanatory notes. Scholars think the original was composed
in Aramaic, the language spoken by many people at the time it was written,
as English is today,

According to the Scroll, Antiochus, a Greek king, was the most
powerful ruler at the time. (Scholars disagree. They say he ruled the
Seleucid empire from 175 to 164 BCE and was a very unsuccessful
monarch. The Scroll also states that his general was Bagris, which scholars

say is not mentioned in history.)
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The Scroll states that Antiochus decided to attack Jerusalem 213 years
after the second temple was built and wanted to annul the Jewish Shabbat,
the New Moon celebration, and circumcision. (Since the second temple was
built about 70 years after the first temple was destroyed in 586 BCE, this
would date his decision to 303 BCE-516 minus 213, more than a century
before Antiochus was king.)

Antiochus sent Nikanor, one of his commanders, to implement his plan.
Nikanor slaughtered many Jews, set an altar in the Jewish temple, and
sacrificed a pig on it. Judah, son of Matisyahu, was a high priest at that time.
(This is also not true.) Judah killed Nikanor for committing this foul deed.
He gathered a force and killed 772,000 Greek soldiers that same day. (An
unbelievable number). Judah was called Maccabee.

Antiochus sent General Bagris to do what Nikanor failed to do. Bagris
arrived and murdered many Jews.

Judah and his four brothers fought against the Bagris, who persuaded
Antiochus to invite numerous nations with elephants to aid him in defeating
the Jews. They came, and the five brothers and their army defeated many
countries, but Judah was killed during the battle.

Matisyahu, his father, took over command and was victorious. (This is
the only source for Matisyahu leading the Jews in battle.) A second son was
killed during the fight when he tried to kill an elephant. The elephant’s
excrement smothered him. Bagris was also killed.

The Jews destroyed the Greek kingdom. “From that time forth, there
was no remnant of the Greek kingdom.” (This is not true. Jewish leaders
had good relations with the later Greeks.) The sons of Mattathias made

themselves kings and ruled for 206 years until the Second Temple was
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destroyed. (Again, this is not true; others took over the throne. Additionally,
according to the Scroll, the Second Temple stood for 420 years. The Bible,
Jewish tradition, and history date it to around 516 BCE to 70 CE, spanning
approximately 586 years. Another error.)

After the victory, the Jews went to the temple, cleansed it, and found a
single pure jar of oil to light the candelabrum, the Menorah. This jar
contained only sufficient oil for one day, but it lasted eight days.

The Scroll’s story differs significantly from the versions in the Book of
Maccabees, the Talmud, and history. Despite Saadiah Gaon, the Jews of

Italy and Yemen, and others’ claims, it is fiction.

Saadiah Gaon

The prominent Babylonian Jewish leader, sage, and philosopher Saadiah
Gaon (882-942) claimed that the Scroll was composed by the Maccabees,
whose story is told in the Scroll, a couple of centuries before the Common
Era. Scholars reject his view and assign a date between 500 and 1,000 CE.

A Gaon, the plural is Gaonim, was the head of one of the two
Babylonian Talmudic Academies in the cities of Sura and Pumbedita.
Between the 7th and 13th centuries, Jews worldwide accepted the Gaonim
as their spiritual leaders. Gaon, translated as “genius,” is a title of honor
given to these Jewish scholars. The Geonim were responsible for
interpreting and developing Talmudic law and for protecting Jewish legal
traditions. They were in contrast to the Rosh Galuta, the Exilarch, who
exercised secular authority over the Jews in Islamic lands.

Many consider Saadiah to have been the greatest Gaon. His masterpiece,
The Book of Beliefs and Opinions, was the first systematic attempt to present

Judaism as a rational body of beliefs.
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The scholars are correct. While Saadiah was bright and should be
respected, he had incorrect ideas. A significant example, one rejected by
Targum Onkelos, Maimonides, and other rational thinkers, but accepted by
many Jews even today, is the concept of a presence called Shekinah, which
is not mentioned in the Torah.

Shekinah is the English transliteration of a Hebrew word meaning
“dwelling” or “settling” and denotes the presence of something in a place.
A version of the word is mentioned in Exodus 25:8. Jewish mystics believe
the Shekinah is the feminine aspect of God that descended to this world,
dwells with the people of Israel, and assists Jews in their struggles. While
other Jews reject the idea that God has a feminine part, they still think that
there is a divine being that is separate from God. They fail to realize that
they accept that there is more than a single divinity. This is polytheism, and
why Maimonides and other rational thinkers rejected the idea.

They pointed out that the Bible does not indicate the existence of a
Shekinah. When the Torah states in Exodus 25:8 veshakanti betocham, “and
I will dwell among them,” it does not mean a divine being will be with them,
but the people will “feel” a divine presence.

So, while Saadiah Gaon was bright and strived to teach rational ideas,
he, like all humans, made mistakes. He was wrong about Shekinah and the

Scroll of Antiochus.

Abraham ibn Ezra

Ibn Ezra is another example among millions. I enjoy Abraham ibn Ezra’s
writings and humor. He was poor and financially unsuccessful. He wrote,
“If I became an undertaker, people would stop dying. If I sold umbrellas, it

would stop raining.” Despite being very intelligent, he accepted the idea
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that most people of his generation believed in the influence of astrology
stemming from the stars and planets.

In his commentary on Genesis 6:4, he shows his rational thinking. He
states that the verse is anthropomorphic when it describes God as being
grieved when He must punish His creatures. He rejected the interpretation
that va-yinnachem means “and repented.” God does not become emotional.
He wrote that it should be rendered as “set a time.”

But ibn Ezra, like Saadiah and all of us, was not entirely rational. He
explained many biblical passages in light of his belief in the power of
astrology. For example, in his commentary on Genesis 31:19, he said that
Rachel took her father Laban’s idols (teraphim) because, had she not done
so, Laban, an astrologer, could have used them to discover where her
husband Jacob fled. She did so to protect Jacob.

He also used astrology to explain Genesis 6:2-4: “The sons
of Elohim saw the daughters of men that they were fair. They took them as
wives... and they bore children by them. These were the mighty men of old,
men of renown.” Ibn Ezra interpreted Elohim not as “God,” the usual
translation, but as wise men who understood astrology. They found
excellent wives by examining the stars and, as a result, had outstanding

children.
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Chapter Nine
Well-Meaning Jews Making Mistakes

In previous chapters, we saw the State of Israel making serious errors
despite its well-meaning intentions, and some examples of wise men having
unwise ideas. The following are some more examples. In the next chapter,

we will guide you in avoiding common mistakes.

Yehudah Halevi

The Spanish poet Yehuda Halevi (1075 or 1086—-1141) was respected
during his lifetime for his poetry and is known today for his poetic defense
of Judaism in his book The Kuzari. Many Jews admire the book, and
numerous rabbis give classes and lectures on it as if it were a holy text.
Unfortunately, neither these rabbis nor their congregants delve deeply
enough into the volume to understand and realize that although Halevi was
an excellent poet, his attempt at philosophy contains many errors, one of
which is not only a mistake, it is outrageous.

One of his poems about Israel is famous: “My heart in the east, although
I live in the west.” His Kuzari is a fictional account of a rabbi explaining
Judaism to a non-Jewish king of Kuzar. Halevi subtitled his Kuzari “The
Book of Proof and Demonstration in Defense of the Despised Faith.”

In Kuzari, he gives a radical idea that no thinker had previously
presented. He contended that Jews are biologically superior to non-Jews.
Non-Jews, he insisted, are incapable of fully developing spiritually. Even
converts to Judaism cannot develop because their biology remains
unchanged. Thus, non-Jews cannot become prophets, nor can they be as
good as biological Jews.
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Why did he have such a bizarre idea? We will never know. Perhaps he
was accustomed to exaggerating in his poetry and continued doing so in his
attempt at philosophy. It is delightful in poetry, but despicable in
Philosophy.

Ramban

Moshe ben Nachman, or Nachmanides, is widely known by an acronym of
his name, Ramban(1194-1270). He was a leading medieval Jewish scholar,
Catalan rabbi, philosopher, physician, kabbalist, and biblical and talmudic
commentator. He was brilliant, but unlike the rationalist
Maimonides, Nachmanides was a mystic. He was convinced that the Torah
contained mystical teachings, which he often mentions in his commentaries.

In my 2018 book, Nachmanides, An Unusual Thinker, published by
Gefen Publishing House, I reveal much about this famous scholar and show,
among other things, that virtually all of his interpretations of the Aramaic
translation Targum Onkelos are mistaken. He was the first person to think
that Onkelos contained derash and mysticism.

He also cites the Aramaic translation of the Pentateuch, Targum
Onkelos, but always with admiration, deference, and respect. Yet, although
he mentions Onkelos 230 times in his commentary on the Pentateuch,
generally to support his own reading and understanding of the scriptural
text, more than half of his interpretations present problems.

He made this mistake because he believed the Torah was filled with
derash and mysticism.

He misunderstood the talmudic dictum in the Babylonian Talmud
Berakhot 8a-b, which states that Jews should read the Torah weekly,

twice in Hebrew and once in Targum Onkelos.
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This rule was written when numerous important exegetical and
rabbinical collections, including the Talmuds, Genesis Rabbah,
Mekhilta, Sifra, and Sifrei, were available. Remarkably, the rabbis did
not require Jews to read these books, which were filled with interesting
derash explanations written by the rabbis themselves. They only
mandated the reading of Onkelos when reviewing the weekly Torah
portion.

Furthermore, when the Shulchan Arukh was composed in the sixteenth
century, and the talmudic law was stated in it, most of the classical,
medieval biblical commentaries, which included derash, were already in
circulation. While Joseph Karo, its author, suggests that one could study
Rashi every week instead of the Targum, he quickly adds that those who
have “reverence for God” will study both Rashi and Onkelos.

Taz, a commentary on the Shulchan Arukh, explains that while Rashi
enables the student to read the Bible and access insights from the Talmud
and the Oral Law, Onkelos remains indispensable for understanding the text
itself.

Thus, Nachmanides failed to understand that the rabbis who composed
books containing midrashic interpretations considered it so important for
Jews to know the plain meaning of the Torah that they mandated reading
Targum Onkelos every week.

Nachmanides also mistakenly criticized the patriarch Abraham for
adopting, without realizing it, the Christian idea that people need to have
faith.

He felt strongly that one must rely on God and act with a certainty that

when he encounters trouble, God will assist him. Thus, in his commentary
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on Genesis 12:11, he does not hesitate to criticize the patriarch Abraham for
his great sin of faithlessness when he lied and claimed that Sarah was his
sister. Abraham should not have resorted to a stratagem that if he persuaded
the Egyptians that Sarah was his sister, not his wife, they would not kill him
to take Sarah, but seek to obtain her by negotiations and give Abraham a
chance to save himself and his wife. Nachmanides felt that he should have
understood that God would protect him.

Miriam

Miriam was brilliant. When her mother tried to save her brother Moses by
placing him in a carriage in the water, Miriam watched stealthily to see what
would happen and to offer help if she could. When she saw the Pharaoh’s
daughter rescue her brother, she courageously approached her and
suggested that she allow her mother to care for the princess’s foundling.
Later, she led the women in singing praise to God for saving them at the
Red Sea.

Yet in Numbers 12, she and Moses’ brother Aaron criticize Moses.
They take issue with his marriage to a Cushite woman. Whether their
concern stems from his new wife not being an Israelite or for another reason,
the text remains unclear. The siblings also raise a second issue: “Has the
Lord only spoken through Moses? Has he not spoken through us also?”

She made a mistake, but we do not know what it is. God punished her,

but we do not understand why.

Beruriah

Beruriah is the only woman in rabbinic literature known to have studied
Torah and is among the few women mentioned in the Talmud. She is
identified as the daughter of Rabbi Hananiah ben Teradion and the wife
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of Rabbi Meir. Rabbi Meir is the third most frequently mentioned sage in
the Mishnah, being mentioned over 3,000 times in the Babylonian Talmud.

The Bible and Talmud commentator Rashi expands the Talmud’s
cryptic mention of a Beruriah incident in Avodah Zarah 18b, which alludes
to Beruriah’s seduction by a student of her husband. According to Rashi,
Rabbi Meir incited his disciple to seduce his wife as a way to prove her error
in believing women were not inherently lightheaded. Meir’s student agrees
and succeeds. Beruriah is seduced, and when she realizes her disgrace, she
commits suicide.

In “The Death of Beruriah and Its Afterlife: A Reevaluation of the
Provenance and Significance of Ma’aseh de-Beruriah” in JQR 110.3,
Simon-Shoshan points out that the story is most likely, but that Rashi’s story
does not appear until the early 14th century. No rabbi could behave like this,
and others do not repeat Rashi’s tale. It most likely originated from
misogynists who wanted to belittle women with this untruth, focusing on a
woman who proved that their misogyny was wrong.

Why did Rashi include this story in his commentary? Shouldn’t he have
realized that Rabbi Meir would not do what he wrote?

There are at least two possibilities. First, Rashi never included this
episode in his commentary. Scholars have found other statements in his
work that he did not compose. If he did make this mistake, it could be that
he felt it was a midrash, and, incorrectly, like Nachmanides, that this
Midrash contained the truth.

The tale of Beruriah shows two more of the many ways that people are

led to make mistakes. Like Rashi, they could be misled by believing
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something untrue. If Beruriah was seduced, it is an example of people who

are led to error because of sex.
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Chapter Ten

Well-Meaning non-Jews Making Mistakes

The English writer Eric Arthur Blair, better known by his pen name George
Orwell (1903-1950), wrote his first full-length book, Down and Out in Paris
and London, published in 1933. In it, he tells the tale of poverty in the two
cities. He aimed to provoke the prosperous and better-educated classes of

both towns to improve intolerable situations.

George Orwell

Orwell is known for his allegorical novella Animal Farm (1945) and the
dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). Both are superb and
considered classics. This book, although written a dozen years earlier, is
excellent as well. It is easy to read, fascinating, and informative. It does
have one disturbing item, which I will discuss below. This item is familiar
to many books, plays, and movies from the 1930s and should not overly
bother readers. I will discuss why.

The first part of Down and Out is an account of living in extreme
poverty and destitution in Paris, as well as the experiences of laborers in
restaurant and hotel kitchens. Among many other things, he reveals that
many poor people often go without food for as long as five days. He also
describes the horrid, disgusting, and unclean situation in Paris restaurants.
While the area where customers sit is relatively clean, the kitchen is
disgusting, dirty, unhealthy, and infested with rats. Cooked chicken and
buttered bread fall onto a dirty floor, with the buttered part hitting the foul
surface. Waiters wipe the tables with dirty cloths and serve the food to
customers.
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The second London account describes his travels while hungry and
without sufficient funds to buy food. We learn about the terrible
accommodations the city gives poor people, how they are cheated, what
people experiencing poverty think, and what kind of people they are.

What bothered me in this excellent book was about a half dozen
descriptions of Jews who were described prejudicially in past centuries, and
as blacks were depicted in the early 1900s.

Orwell does not repeat this mistake in his classics. The theme of the
classics is the need to treat all people without exception as we want to be
treated.

Some people are so disturbed, for example, by how blacks are depicted
in Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, Jews in one of Shakespeare’s plays,
and in one of Charles Dickens’ novels, that they want these books
destroyed. Some go so far as to say all of Twain’s, Shakespeare’s, and
Dickens’ writing should be destroyed.

My approach is different.

Let’s read these works. Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli of the United
Kingdom (1804-1881) said that if we do not learn from the past, we will
repeat its mistakes.

In short, we can learn a great deal from Down and Out in Paris and
London, from what Orwell intended us to know and what he inadvertently
omitted. Both lessons are essential. We must not repeat the mistakes and

prejudicial descriptions in Paris and London.
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Chapter Eleven
One said “No,” and the Other said “Yes,” and Both Were Right

A famous story about Shammai and Hillel teaches many lessons. The

following are two of them.

Hillel and Shammai

The Babylonian scholar Hillel is traditionally believed to have lived 120
years, similar to Moses, from 110 BCE to 10 CE. Like Moses, his life is
said to be divided into three parts, each lasting forty years. He came and
settled in Israel when he was forty years old, and is depicted as very kind to
people.

The Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 15a states that Shammai (born around
50 BCE and died about 30 CE) was Hillel’s most eminent contemporary.
Shammai’s religious views were known to be strict, but his teachings mostly
agreed with those of Hillel, except on three issues.

Neither had the title “rabbi,” which did not exist until after Shammai’s
death. Thus, those who claim that Jesus was a rabbi are mistaken. (Jesus

was said to have lived around Shammai’s lifetime.)

One of several tales about the two scholars

The Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 31a-b tells three stories about Shammai
and Hillel, in which non-Jews came to the scholars seeking to convert to
Judaism. In one of the tales, a man comes first to Shammai and requests that
Shammai convert him on the condition that Shammai teach him the entire

Torah while he stands on one foot. Shammai rejected the man.
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The man then went to Hillel, who agreed to do so. Hillel told the man,
“That which is hateful to you do not do to another; that is the entire Torah,

and the rest is its interpretation. Go and learn it.”

Two lessons
There is a Jewish teaching, Eilu v’eilu divrei Elohim Chayim, “Both this
one and this one are the words of the living God.”

How is this possible? Isn’t it irrational? Shammai dismissed the
potential convert because it is nonsensical to think one can learn the entire
Torah while standing on one foot. In contrast, Hillel seems to say the
opposite.

But Jewish tradition is correct.

Both Shammai and Hillel were correct because each approached the
matter from a different perspective. Shammai spoke the truth. It takes years
to learn and fully understand the Torah. Hillel was right when he told the
man that the basic teaching of the Torah was “That which is hateful to you
do not do to another; that is the entire Torah, and the rest is its interpretation.
Go and learn it.”

The first lesson from this tale is that when people disagree, what appears
to be a disagreement between parties is often nothing more than a difference
in perspective. If the two sit down and examine each other’s perspectives,
they will see that they share common ground.

The second lesson focuses on Hillel’s view that the basic principle of
the Torah is, “That which is hateful to you do not do to another; that is the
entire Torah, and the rest is its interpretation.” Hillel explained what the

Torah teaches when it says in Leviticus 19:18, “Love your neighbor as
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yourself,” and in Leviticus 19:34, and several dozen other times, “Love the
stranger as yourself.”

The teaching is found in the New Testament, specifically in Matthew
22:39 and Mark 12:31. Matthew states, “And the second is like it: “You
shall love your neighbor as yourself.”” In this verse, Jesus says that loving
your neighbor as yourself'is the second most important commandment, after
loving God with all your heart, soul, and mind. Mark states, "Love your
neighbor as yourself.”

When people let this basic principle rule their behavior, their chances of

making mistakes are minimized.
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Chapter Twelve
An Evaluation of Three Rabbinical Tales

In his Commentary on the Mishnah, Introduction to Perek Chelek,
Maimonides describes how one should approach rabbinical tales and
Midrashim, declaring that most people do not understand them correctly.

The following is a rewriting of what | wrote in my first Maimonides book.

Maimonides

According to Maimonides, three clusters of people exist, each taking a
radically different approach to Midrash. The first group, the largest of the
three, comprises those who accept midrashic tales literally. They believe
that what the rabbis state occurred, even when the stories involve impossible
or irrational occurrences. “The impossible for them must have happened
[because the sages said so], and they believe it because they do not
understand the underlying wisdom [of the tale] because they lack the ability
to understand.”

Maimonides considers this group a collection of fools who are insulting
the Torah and the sages by believing that Judaism could maintain such silly
and impossible ideas.

The second assortment of people, large in number as well, also fails to
grasp the inner meaning of the rabbinical story. Members of this group, like
those in the first group, are convinced that the sages are stating what they
believe to be the truth. However, they differ from the first larger group in
that they recognize that the so-called facts in the story are impossible. They
reject the Midrash out of hand. They read the Midrash and conclude they

are “obviously” smarter than the rabbis because they can see that the story
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could never have occurred, while the rabbis did not understand the simple
rules of nature. As a result, they approach all other rabbinical statements
with scepticism and are prone to dismiss them without trying to mine their
inner meaning. Maimonides also calls these people fools.

The third group, comprised of very few individuals, “too small even to
call a class,” recognizes that the rabbis were wise and knew the truth, that
they do not make insane statements, and frequently need to teach the masses
in parables and tales, with the hope that the populace will take the time to
delve into their statements and search for their unstated moral.

Maimonides extols the latter approach. He acknowledges that
uncovering the underlying teachings of tales is challenging but encourages
his readers to do so because the rabbis are wise, and their messages are
valuable.

We will evaluate three rabbinical tales using the Maimonidean
approach. Readers of these well-known stories generally fail to understand

them.

Questions

1. What is the message of each of the tales?

2. Do all three communicate the same message?

The story of the Rabbis rejecting God’s interpretation of the law

The Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia 59b, relates the remarkable and
impossible tale of a dispute between sages and God. It begins with a
difference of opinion between the majority of rabbis and Rabbi Eliezer
about an oven, called in this story an akhnai, a metaphoric description,

suggesting a circular discussion that went round and round, like a snake
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circling a jar. The rabbis argued whether the oven was ritually pure (Rabbi
Eliezer) or impure (the rabbis). In God’s attempt to intercede and settle the
dispute, the sages rejected his decision. The Talmud reports:

Rabbi Eliezer provided all possible answers, but the majority of the
rabbis refused to accept them. So he [Rabbi Eliezer] said: If the halakhah
[law] is as I claim, let this carob tree prove it, and [as he requested] the carob
tree was uprooted a distance of one hundred cubits; others say four hundred
cubits. [The rabbis] said to him: one cannot prove anything by a carob tree.
He spoke again: ‘If the law is as I claim, let this water channel prove it, and
the water will flow backward. * [The rabbis] said to him that one cannot
prove anything by a water channel. He again said: If the law is as I claim,
let the academy’s walls prove it, and its walls began to lean and were about
to fall. Rabbi Joshua rebuked [the walls], saying: If scholars are arguing
about the law, what is it your business! So, the walls did not fall out of
respect for Rabbi Joshua, but did not straighten up out of respect for Rabbi
Eliezer.

He again told them, ‘If the law is as I claim, let the heavens prove it.” A
bat kol [heavenly voice] descended and proclaimed: What do you have
against Rabbi Eliezer? He is correct about the law! Rabbi Joshua then stood
up and said, “It is not in heaven.” Why is it not in heaven? Rabbi Jeremiah
noted that ever since the Torah was given at Sinai, we no longer pay
attention to a heavenly voice. We should “follow the majority” (Exodus
23:2).

Rabbi Nathan met Elijah and asked him, “What did the Holy One,
blessed be He, do at that time?” He replied: “He laughed and said, ‘My

children have defeated me, my children have defeated me.””
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How is this story to be understood?

Following Maimonides’ view, we should not accept the colloquy
between humans and God as a factual report, nor dismiss it out of hand as
impossible. Instead, we should seek the moral that the sages are teaching.

The generally accepted understanding is that the tale was composed to
teach the Halakhic principle that sages should follow the majority view
when there is a dispute in making legal decisions. Thus, although Rabbi
Eliezer’s opinion was correct, the rabbis could—indeed should—not accept
it as the Halakhah because it was a minority opinion.

This understanding is correct, but it ignores a more fundamental point.
The rabbis understood that they could not advance and help society by
developing their ideas unless they recognized that they had a right, even a
duty, to use their minds rationally to understand the law and all other aspects
of life. Thus, the underlying moral of the tale is to encourage thinking
beyond the truths of the past and developing new ideas.

We will see that the rabbis also taught this somewhat surprising lesson

in the two following midrashic stories.

The Patriarch Rabban Gamaliel forces Rabbi Joshua to obey him

The Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 25a, and the Mishnah Rosh
Hashanah 2:9 report that in the second century CE, Rabbi Joshua ben
Hananiah, one of the senior rabbinical leaders after the destruction of the
Second Temple (the same rabbi who appeared in the previous story) rejected
the testimony of witnesses who claimed to have seen the first sliver of the
moon for the month of Tishrei, the month in which the holidays of Rosh

Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkoth fall.
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The witnesses’ testimony was accepted by Rabban Simeon ben
Gamaliel, the Patriarch—the leader of the Jewish community and the head
of the Jewish court, which was located at the time in Yavneh.

As a result, Rabbi Joshua understood that the holidays, including Yom
Kippur, fell on a different day than Rabban Gamaliel and his court
proclaimed.

Rabban Gamaliel sent a message to [Rabbi Joshua]: “I command you to
come to me with your staff and money on the day of Yom Kippur according
to your calculation.” Rabbi Joshua was faced with a dilemma. On the one
hand, he had to comply with the Patriarch’s orders. On the other hand, he
felt that carrying a staff and money on the day he knew was Yom Kippur
violated Torah law.

Rabbi Akiva found him grieving and said to him: ‘I can prove to you
that whatever Rabban Gamaliel has done is proper, for it says: “these are
the seasons of the Lord, the holy assemblies, which you shall proclaim”
(Leviticus 23:4, meaning that God has given the rabbis the right to decide
when the month begins, and their decision on this matter is decisive. Rabbi
Joshua was persuaded.)

He took his staff and money in his hand and went to Yavneh to Rabban
Gamaliel on the day he had calculated to be the Day of Atonement. Rabban
Gamaliel stood up, kissed him on his head, and said, “Come in peace, my
rabbi and my pupil; my rabbi in wisdom, and my pupil because you
accepted my words.”

Again, the generally accepted understanding of this story’s moral is that

the majority decision is decisive. There is also the additional lesson that the
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rabbis have the authority to decide when the new month begins, even when
the decision affects when biblically mandated holidays occur.

The prior narratives should make it clear that the rabbis decide what the
Torah means. According to the first account, God cannot tell the Jews what
He intends. The rabbis decide by majority count. The majority’s decision is
then binding on all. According to the second anecdote, the need to accept
the majority applies even when one is a recognized sage convinced that the
majority is wrong.

This latter point does not mean that the individual must abandon his
view. He can continue to “think” as he wishes, but he must conform to the
majority’s behavior, for doing otherwise would endanger the survival of
society.

Maimonides acted in this way. He did not think like the masses of Jews,
yet he observed all of the rabbinical enactments and persuaded others to do
SO.

The following legend makes these points strikingly.

The story of baffled Moses attending Rabbi Akiva’s school

The Babylonian Talmud, Menachot 29b, relates that Moses ascended to
heaven and saw God drawing small crown-like strokes on the top of many
letters in the Torah. He asked God why He was doing so and what the
crowns meant. God told him that Rabbi Akiva would develop many laws
based on these crowns in the future. Moses asked if he could see Rabbi
Akiva. God agreed, and Moses found himself in the back row of Rabbi
Akiva’s school instantaneously. He listened carefully to the rabbi’s lecture
on the Torah that he had brought to the Israelites, but he was unable to

understand what he was teaching and to what his students were responding.
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Unable to follow their arguments, he felt ill at ease. But when they came
to a particular subject, and the disciples said to the master, “Whence do you
know it?”” and the latter replied, “It is a law given unto Moses at Sinai,” he
was confounded.

What is the Talmud teaching by dramatizing the case of Rabbi Akiva
teaching Torah—the Torah given to the Israelites by Moses—including
lessons that he insisted were “given to Moses at Sinai”? At the same time,
Moses knew that they were not delivered at Sinai and “was confounded.”

Most Jews cannot understand this tale and, like the first group
mentioned by Maimonides, only understand that it teaches nothing more
than that Rabbi Akiva was a great man.

Actually, the moral is that rabbinical teachings, including those
developed by Rabbi Akiva, possess the same religious authority as the
Torah itself, “as if”’ they were given at Sinai. The statement that Moses “was
confounded” emphasizes that, even though it was possible for Moses to see
the rabbinical enactments and recognize that they are not even hinted at in
the Torah, they still retain Sinaitic authority. This tale again emphasizes that
the constraints of the past do not bind Judaism and that people need to study,

acquire knowledge, and improve.

Summary

Maimonides emphasizes that the vast majority of Jews are either unable
or too lazy to think. Thus, when they hear rabbinical parables, they cannot
analyze them to find meaning. They accept the tales as literal facts rather
than parables with morals, even when the events that are described in the

story are impossible.
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A second sizable group recognizes the impossibilities, but thinks no
further. They reject the parable they are reading because they see it as being
absurd and dismiss all other rabbinical tales without reading them because
some make no sense.

Only a few see the rabbinical statements for what they are and extract
the lessons and morals the rabbis intended to teach.

Three such tales were presented. At least two of the three describe
unnatural events and were not meant to be taken at face value. Each has
specific lessons apropos the events described. These include the Halakhah
(legal rule), which the majority rules when there are disputes in law, and the
Halakhah, which the court decides when the new month begins; their choice
is decisive, even when the dates of biblical holidays are affected. One story
also dramatizes that certain rabbinical enactments have the authority “as if”
handed to the Israelites at Sinai.

However, all three are based on the premise that Jews are encouraged to
think and make decisions and not rely solely on ancient thinking—a belief
that Maimonides promoted in his works. Yet, we should accept the majority

rulings of the rabbis.
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Dr. Israel Drazin

Education: Dr. Drazin, born in 1935, received three rabbinical degrees in 1957, a B.A. in
Theology in 1957, an M.Ed. in Psychology in 1966, a JD in Law in 1974, an MA in Hebrew
Literature in 1978, and a Ph.D. with honors in Aramaic Literature in 1981. After that, he
completed two years of post-graduate study in Philosophy and Mysticism. He graduated
from the U.S. Army’s Command and General Staff College and War College for Generals
in 1985.

Military: Brigadier General Drazin entered Army Active Duty at age 21 as the youngest
U.S. Chaplain ever to serve on active duty. He served on active duty in Louisiana and
Germany from 1957 to 1960. He then joined the active reserves and soldiered, in increasing
grades, with half a dozen units. From 1978 until 1981, he lectured on legal subjects at the
US Army Chaplains School. In March 1981, the Army requested that he take leave from
civil service and return to active duty to handle special constitutional issues. He was
responsible for preparing the defense in the trial challenging the constitutionality of the
Army Chaplaincy; the military chaplaincies of all the uniformed services, active and
reserve, and the Veterans Administration were attacked on constitutional grounds and could
have been disbanded. The Government won the action in 1984, and Drazin was awarded
the prestigious Legion of Merit. Drazin returned to civilian life and the active reserves in
1984 as Assistant Chief of Chaplains, the highest reserve officer position available in the
Army Chaplaincy, with the rank of Brigadier General. He was the first Jewish person to
serve in this capacity in the U.S. Army. During his military career, he revolutionized the
role of military chaplains, making them officers responsible for the free exercise rights of
all military personnel, requiring them to provide for the needs of people of all faiths and
atheists. General Drazin completed this four-year tour of duty with honors in March 1988,

culminating in 31 years of military duty.

Attorney: Israel Drazin graduated from law school in 1974 and immediately began a
private practice. He handled virtually all suits, including domestic, criminal, bankruptcy,
accident, and contract cases. He joined his son in 1993 and formed offices in Columbia and

Dundalk, Maryland. After 23 years, Dr. Drazin stopped actively practicing law in 1997.
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Civil Service: Israel Drazin joined the U.S. Civil Service in 1962 and remained a civil
service employee, with occasional military duty until retirement in 1990. At retirement, he
accumulated 31 years of creditable service. During his U.S. Civil Service career, he held
many positions, including being an Equal Opportunity Consultant in the 1960s (advising
insurance company top executives regarding civil rights and equal employment) and the
head of Medicare’s Civil Litigation Staff (supervising a team of lawyers who handled suits
filed by and against the government’s Medicare program). He also served as the director

for Maryland’s Federal Agencies’ relationship with the United Fund.

Rabbi: Dr. Drazin was ordained as a rabbi in 1957 at Ner Israel Rabbinical College in
Baltimore, Maryland, and subsequently received semichot from two other rabbis. He
entered active duty in the Army in 1957. He left active duty in 1960 and officiated as a
weekend rabbi at several synagogues, including the first rabbi in Columbia, Maryland. He
continued the uninterrupted weekend rabbinical practice until 1974 and then officiated as

a rabbi intermittently until 1987. His rabbinical career totaled 30 years.

Philanthropy: Dr. Drazin served as the Executive Director of the Jim Joseph Foundation,
a charitable foundation that supports Jewish education, for just over four years, from

September 2000 to November 2004.

Author: Israel Drazin is the author of over 60 books, more than 500 popular and scholarly
articles, and has written over 12,000 book and movie reviews. His books include one about
the case he handled for the US Army and a dozen scholarly books on the Aramaic

translation of the Bible, Targum Onkelos. His website is www.booksandthoughts.com.

Memberships and Awards: Brigadier General Drazin is admitted to practice law in
Maryland and the Federal Courts, and before the U.S. Supreme Court. He is a member of
several bar associations for attorneys and the Rabbinical Council of America. He was
honored with military awards, the RCA 1985 Joseph Hoenig Memorial Award, and the
JWB 1986 Distinguished Service Award. Mayor Kurt Schmoke of Baltimore, Maryland,
named February 8, 1988, “Israel Drazin Day.” A leading Baltimore Synagogue named him
“Man of the Year” in 1990. He is included in the recent editions of Who’s Who in World
Jewry, Who’s Who in American Law, Who’s Who in Biblical Studies and Archaeology, and

other Who’s Who volumes.
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