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Introduction

The biblical book of Numbers, called Bemidbar in Hebrew, is often
pronounced Bamidbar, meaning “in the desert.” The name is derived
from the ancient custom of calling a book by its first significant word. It
is also referred to as the Fourth Book of Moses. The English name
“Numbers” comes from the earliest Greek translation of the Torah, the
Septuagint, composed around 200 BCE. It was titled Ap16uoi (Arithmoi)
in Greek and referred to the census-taking mentioned in the book. The
book is divided into ten portions, which can be read weekly to complete
the entire five books of Moses in a year.

Numbers begins at Mount Sinai. The twelve Israelite tribes under
Moses’s leadership had received the Decalogue, God’s laws and
covenant. They were preparing to march from the Sinai desert to take
possession of the promised land, which they later called Canaan, and
later named Israel after the patriarch Jacob, who also had this name. The
people are counted before they advance.

The series of books on Questioning the Bible encourages people to
seek wisdom by asking questions.

Many wise people recognized the value of asking questions.

Socrates (died 399 BCE): “Questions are the beginning of wisdom.”

A Chinese proverb sums it up: “He who asks a question is a fool for

five minutes; he who does not ask a question remains a fool forever.”






PART ONE






Chapter One
The Commentaries of Arnold Ehrlich

My favorite Bible commentary is by Arnold Bogumil Ehrlich (15 January
1848 in Volodovka, Brest-Litovsk, to November 1919 in New Rochelle,
New York). He was a brilliant scholar of the Bible and rabbinic
literature. He perfectly recalled what he read and heard, and could
speak thirty-nine languages. He is best known for his book Mikra Ki-
Pheshuto, The Bible according to its Literal Meaning. It is a three-
volume set in Hebrew, published between 1899 and 1901. Always careful
in his interpretation of the Torah's wording, he informs readers of what
he can discern in the biblical text, which is fascinating information we
generally miss. Tragically, this Hebrew commentary has not been
translated into English so that more people can learn what this genius

saw.

Significance of the New Moon

The first verse of Numbers states that God spoke to Moses “on the first
day of the second month in the second year after they left the land of
Egypt.” Ehrlich notes that God waited until the New Moon holiday to
speak to Moses and tell him to talk to the Israelites. Why?

He explains that in ancient times, each New Moon was celebrated as
a holiday when people did not work and had time and leisure to listen to
wisdom. This is similar to today’s custom of reading the Torah in

synagogues on Shabbat.



He points out that this practice of speaking to Jews on a holiday is
evident at the beginning of Deuteronomy. It occurs again in Ezekiel 26:1,
29:17, 31:1, and 32:1. In II Kings 4:23, we read that people went to
prophets to hear wisdom on New Moon holidays.

Ehrlich also saw that sacred events began during the New Moon’s
biblical period. An example is the erection of the tabernacle during the
desert journey from Egypt to Canaan, which, according to Exodus 40:17,
began on the New Moon. So, too, the Levites began to dedicate the
temple on the New Moon, as indicated in II Chronicles 29:17; Ezekiel
commanded the sanctification of the temple on the New Moon in Ezekiel
45:18; and Ezra began to lead Jews back to Israel from Babylon on the
New Moon, according to Ezra 7:9.

Many Jews still observe the New Moon holiday with special Torah
readings in synagogues.

Ehrlich’s information should also inspire us not to waste our leisure

time but to use it to seek wisdom.

Did the Levites replace the firstborns to work in the tabernacle?

Verse 3:12 has God say, “I took the Levites from among the Israelites
(to function with holy things in the tabernacle) instead of every firstborn
that opens the womb among the Israelites.”

Ehrlich notes that the Torah gives no reason why God substituted the
Levites to serve Him instead of the firstborn. He also notes that ancient
commentaries say that the firstborn lost their role of serving God because
they worshiped the Golden Calf. He felt this idea was ridiculous because

why should the future firstborn be punished for the ancient firstborn’s



misbehavior? Also, Ehrlich adds that there is no indication in the Torah
that the firstborn ever served God.

He offers another interpretation. In ancient times, the Hebrews
offered their firstborn as a sacrifice to God. They considered the firstborn
holy because they were dedicated to God. Now, with a better
understanding of God, they ceased the practice and heard God say, as in
Ezra 3:45, “Take the Levites instead of all the first-born among the
children of Israel.”

Ehrlich’s idea is possible, but I would modify it very slightly. Not all
ancient Israelites sacrificed their firstborn. Only some followed the
practice of those around them. Then, the Torah stressed that this was
wrong, and the sacrifice of children stopped. I think that, despite his
wording, this is what Ehrlich meant.

Whether we agree with him or not, we must understand that his

questioning makes sense.






Chapter Two
Other Examples of Ehrlich’s analyses

Ehrlich’s commentary on the second biblical portion of Numbers, Naso
(4:21-7:89), again shows how he sees aspects of the Bible that many
others do not observe, resulting in new and interesting interpretations.

The following are two examples.

Why can’t Levites see something priests did?

Chapter four assigns a task to a group of Levites, which seems strange.
In verse five, the priests were instructed to disassemble the tabernacle
and place some of its articles in receptacles. The Bible and Talmud
commentator Rashi, along with others, tells us that the Torah forbids the
Levites from seeing the placements. They see this restriction in verse
twenty, which they translate as, “They must not go to see the holy
(things) that are covered.” This translation is based on interpreting the
Hebrew word & 'vala as “that are covered.”

Ehrlich calls this interpretation nonsense. He also asks, “Why are the
Levites forbidden to see the placement of the articles in receptacles?”

He translates k’vala as “divide,” which is one of the word's
translations today. He sees the verse decreeing, “They must not go to see
the holy (things) when they are divided (and placed in receptacles).”

He explains that the Levites are instructed not to watch the priests as
they divide the holy tabernacle objects and place them in boxes during
the Israelites’ travels. This is because the Levites consider the objects

holy and might feel that the priests are mistreating them when



disassembling them for placement in containers. In essence, the

prohibition recognized their sensitivity.

How and when do we translate “et”?

There was a dispute between the second-century sages, Rabbis Akiva
and Ishmael.

The two agreed that the Torah is from God. However, Rabbi Akiva
felt that since God is all-wise, God would say only what should be said
and not place superfluous words in the Torah. Therefore, he found God
teaching new lessons whenever something was repeated, or when
something was said that did not need to be said. Rabbi Ishmael disagreed.
He said the Torah was given to humans and speaks as humans do. Just
as humans repeat for emphasis, not to say something new, so does the
Torah.

Because of his view, Rabbi Akiva saw new interpretations whenever
the Torah inserted the word “et.”

Rabbi Ishmael would agree with nearly all Bible commentators, who
generally hold that the biblical Hebrew word “et” has no English
equivalent and is not translated in any English translation of the Bible. It
serves as a grammatical marker that introduces an object in the sentence,

emphasizing what the object is specifically being referred to. For

! The word “er” is two letters in Hebrew, the first and last letters of the Hebrew alphabet,
aleph and taf. 1t is similar to the Greek letters alpha and omega, the first and last letters in
the Greek alphabet. Both suggest a beginning and end, a specific item. The phrase “Alpha
and Omega” appears in the Bible in the New Testament book of Revelation, specifically in
Revelation 1:8, 21:6, and 22:13. These verses identify Jesus as “the alpha and omega,”
meaning He is the beginning and the end, the first and the last. The Revelation idea was
taken from the “name” of God, Y-H-V-H. Contrary to the popular notion, none of the
“names” of God are actual names. They are descriptions of God, such as E/, which means
powerful, and the plural Elohim, which denotes very powerful. Y-H-V-H means (God) who
existed in the past, now, and the future.



example, if the sentence says “I ate the corn” in English, the Hebrew
would use “er” before “the corn” to indicate that it is a specific corn.
However, if you said “I ate a corn,” no “e” would appear in Hebrew
because it refers to a general “corn,” not a specific one. The “ef” appears
twice in the first verse of the Bible, referring to heaven and the earth that
God created. In the rest of the Five Books of Moses, it occurs over 4,300
times.

However, Rabbi Ishmael agrees that there are three exceptions in
which “et” must be interpreted. In Leviticus 22:16, it is told that the
person must bring “themselves.” In Deuteronomy 34:6, it means he
buried himself. This portion, 6:13, also requires the Nazirite to bring
himself.

Ehrlich agrees with what was said previously, except he sees a
different interpretation of “ef” in 6:13.

He notes that the Nazarite who must not cut his hair as long as he is
a Nazarite, cuts it twice when he completes being a Nazarite, once when
the days of his being a Nazarite ends (verse 9), and secondly when he
offers a sin offering (verse 18). In the first instance, the Torah does not
specify where the cutting occurs; he can do so wherever he wishes. In
the second instance, the verse requires the shaving “at the door of the
tent of meeting.” Noting this, Ehrlich states the “ef” does not refer to
himself, but his hair; the Nazarite must come with his hair and shave it

at the tent of meeting.
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Chapter Three
Ehrlich views that some will dislike

The third weekly biblical portion in Numbers, Beha’alotecha (8:1—
12:16), contains interpretations by the rationalist Ehrlich that attack
views he considers irrational. This reaction is not unusual.

Ehrlich often attacks writers whose interpretations he considers
irrational. For instance, in 9:10 and 11, the Torah states that if a man is
unclean because of touching a dead body, or is unable to observe the
Passover because he is a distance away from the tabernacle and cannot
offer the Pascal sacrifice, he can still observe the Passover, but does so
on the fourteenth day of the following month.

He notes that the generally rational commentator, Abraham ibn Ezra,
like him, wrote that we do not have to seek how far a distance a man
must be to apply this law because the sages discussed this issue and gave
distances. Ehrlich sees Ibn Ezra having a negative opinion of the sages’
discussion and reads Ibn Ezra’s comment as sarcasm.

He also explains why the Torah allows Passover to be observed on a
different date but not for other holidays. His explanation includes that
the rule was not written during Moses’s time.

Both interpretations will bother many Jews, including me. They are
examples of a very bright man who does not always say what others
prefer to hear. Nevertheless, we can like some of his other rational

interpretations.
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Ehrlich offers an interpretation of 11:10 that is contrary to the one
offered by the ancient sages, which, while not sarcastic, may not appear
reasonable.

The verse states, “Moses heard the people weeping, family by
family.” Midrash Sifrei states that they wept to complain regarding
family matters about incest, which Moses told them God forbade.

Ehrlich understands the sage is saying that only those who had
complaints wept. He interprets the verse to inform us that every Israelite
wept. The issue of why they were weeping aside, it may not be about
incest. To me, Ehlich’s notion that every Israelite was weeping seems
unlikely and unreasonable.

However, as usual, Ehrlich shows his brilliance by observing in the
Bible what others do not, questioning it, and responding sensibly.

Verse 12:1 states, “Miriam (Moses’s sister) and Aaron (her brother)
spoke against Moses regarding the Cushite woman he married.” Verse 2
states that Moses was criticized. The following narrative states that God
punished Miriam, not Aaron, for her actions. The Torah does not reveal
why Aaron was not penalized with leprosy like Miriam.

The above word “and” is the Hebrew letter vav, which is often
translated as “and,” but not always. For example, most biblical portions
start with this letter even though it does not mean “and.” It is simply the
biblical style of opening a discussion. While many translations translate
it as “and,” it is not necessary to do so.

Ehrlich asks why Aaron was not punished. He responds that if we
understand that the vav here does not mean “and,” we would realize that

the verse says, “Miriam spoke to Aaron about Moses.” Aaron heard her,

12



but did not participate in criticizing Moses, which is why he was not
punished.

(Although Ehrlich does not mention it, Rashi comments on Exodus
25:22, where the verse has a vav, “and all that I will command.” He

writes, “This vav is superfluous, and there are many like it in the Bible.”)
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Chapter Four
Why Does the Torah Inform Us about Hebron?

Ehrlich continues to show his brilliance in Shelach (13:1-15:41), the
fourth of the ten biblical portions in Numbers.

Verse 13:22 states, “Hebron was built seven years before Zoan in
Egypt.”

Erlich considers the usual understanding wrong. There is no reason
why the Torah would want to inform us that the city of Hebron was built
seven years before Zoan. If it wants to inform us, as other commentators
claim, that Hebron was built before Zoan, there is no need to add seven.

He interprets the verse to tell us two things. First, Hebron, where the
patriarchs and most matriarchs, except Rachel, were buried, is an
important and huge city. Even in ancient times, when cities were smaller
than they are today, it took seven years to build. Second, it is a very
ancient city, even older than the famed Egyptian city of Zoan.

Moses sent spies to Canaan to report on what they saw in the land
the Israelites were heading toward. Ten of the twelve spies brought back
reports that frightened the Israelites. Only two, Joshua and Caleb,
brought positive accounts. When Caleb saw that the people were scared,
he stepped forward and gave a glowing account of what he had seen.
Why didn’t Joshua speak?

Ehlich explains that Joshua realized that if he were the spokesman,
the people would not believe him. They knew he was Moses’s assistant,
and Joshua realized they would think he was lying to protect his position

with Moses.
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Chapter Five
Why did Korach Rebel Against Moses?

The fifth of the ten biblical portions in Numbers, Korach (16:1-18:32),
raises many questions, including how to translate the words “Korah
took” when the Torah does not say what he took, what argument Korak
used when he criticized Moses, why Moses’s brother Aaron was also
attacked, and why leaders of the tribe of Reuben joined Korach'’s
rebellion against the brothers.

In my Book Onkelos on the Torah: Understanding the Bible Text:
Numbers, 1 described the Aramaic translator Onkelos’s rendering of
16:1, “Korach took (and argued against Moses and Aaron, saying), Why
do you elevate yourselves above the community of Israel.”

I wrote that Onkelos’s translation of “took™ understood it as
reflexive, meaning “he took himself,” and used a word in the translation
meaning “separated himself.” I supported this interpretation by showing
that this also occurred in Genesis 14:15, Exodus 14:10, and Job 15:12. 1
also described the many other interpretations of Korah’s rebellion.

Arnold Ehrlich disliked Onkelos’s interpretation of “took™ and the

other interpretations of Korach’s rebellion.

Ehrlich describes Korach’s behavior

In the prior portion of Numbers 15:32—-36, the Torah describes the event
of a man who was discovered violating the Shabbat by gathering wood
on the holy day. He was brought to Moses, Aaron, and the entire
assembly and was placed in custody because it was unclear what should
be done to him.

15



“Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘The man must be put to death; all the
congregation must stone him with stones outside the camp.” So, as the
Lord commanded Moses, all the congregation brought him outside the
camp and stoned him with stones, and he died.”

Ehrlich cleverly suggests that Korach used this recent event to enrage
the Israelites against Moses and Aaron. Ehrlich mocked the idea that
others offered, namely that Korach disputed with Moses and Aaron over
a religious matter. He pointed out that a religious argument would not
enflame the population, but the recent case of the wood gatherer would.

As some people do today when they defend rapists and murderers in
sanctuary cities, Korach acted like a reasonable person who argued that
the gatherer was not given all the rights and protections that humans must
be given. No court of law investigated the matter. He was not given a
chance to defend himself. Yes, Moses and Aron were leaders, but they
abused their role and mistreated a human being. Korach argued that
acting humanely is more important than gathering sticks.

In short, Ehrlich views Korach as employing an ancient and still
modern tactic of rabble-rousers.

Ehrlich also explains why the Reubenite tribe leaders joined Korach
and why Aaron was attacked as well. Reuben was the firstborn son of
the patriarch Jacob. Reuben’s descendants felt they should have been
given precedence over the descendants of Jacob’s third son, Levi. They
argued that since Moses and Aaron abused their roles as leaders, the tribe

of Reuben must replace them.
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Chapter Six
Why did Judaism mistranslate an Important Word?

The sixth portion of Numbers is Chukat (19:1-22:1). The single Hebrew
word chukat requires translation into two English words: “achok of.”

The term chok means “inscribed” and “engraved,” laws placed in
law books. The Decalogue is an example, as are all the laws in the Torah.
This is the translation in the commentary Metzudot Tzion Job 13:27 and
elsewhere. Why is the word frequently mistranslated as a law that cannot
be understood?

Rashi, relying on the Talmud in Yoma 67, is an example. Rashi
comments upon Numbers 19:1, “Because Satan (it is unclear if he means
a demon or the evil inclination in people) and the world’s nations mock
Israel, saying, ‘What is this commandment and what reason can be given
for it?” (implying that the biblical law of the Red Heifer makes no sense).
Therefore, the Torah calls it a chok, meaning a decree from Me (God):
you have no right to criticize it.” Do it even if you do not understand it.

Why did these sources, which were accepted as accurate by many
Jews, teach that there are Torah laws that people are unable to
understand?

Unfortunately, this mistranslation is necessary. It acknowledges that
many Jews cannot understand even some very sensible laws. They failed
to improve upon what they learned when they were young because they
were taught ideas suitable for children and did not question these childish
notions as they grew older, nor did they devote time to studying and

learning. They do not realize that Maimonides taught that all the biblical
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commands are rational, and there are good reasons for each of them.
They are designed to help improve individuals and the world.

Because humans do not understand the benefits of some commands,
Jewish tradition, like other cultures, had to inform these people that they
are correct. Had Judaism disagreed with their view that the commands
are irrational, the unlearned people would not have observed the
requirements of the Torah. Therefore, they tell these people that tradition
agrees with them that humans cannot understand certain commands.
Nevertheless, they should understand that they were given to people as
a gift by a loving and merciful God, and Jews should accept them even
though they are inscrutable.

This mistranslation is what the Greek philosopher Plato called
“Noble Lies,” and Maimonides referred to as “Essential Truths,” which
need to be taught to many people.

Sadly, all cultures often require people to lie to those who do not take
the time to learn the truth.

Maimonides wrote something important. He emphasized that Torah
laws benefit people and the world, even if they are not fully understood;
however, when their benefits are understood, they help people and the
world much more effectively.

Deuteronomy 10:13 states that observing the Torah benefits a person.
Midrash Leviticus Rabba 13:3 says these laws purify people. The Code
of Jewish Laws, Shulchan Aruch, Jacob ben Asher’s Yoreh De’ah 335:1—
3, states that individuals who observe Torah laws are considered good,

even if they do not believe in God’s existence.

18



However, Maimonides added in his Law code, Mishneh Torah,
Me’ilah 8:8, that people who seek the meaning of the laws by
questioning them—and finding the purpose behind them—Ilearn more

and ultimately do more to help themselves and others. Everyone should

try to do so.
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Chapter Seven
Who was Balaam?

The seventh weekly biblical portion in Numbers is Balak (22:2-25:9). It
is the tale of the non-Jewish prophet Balaam, whom the non-Israelite
King Balak hired to curse the Israelites, hoping the curse would weaken
them. The king was frightened for the safety of his country when he saw
Israel advancing toward Canaan. The Bible is somewhat obscure about
whether Balaam was a true prophet and whether he was good or bad.
Sages differed on all these points. Midrash Genesis Rabba [4:34
contends that he was as great as Moses: “What prophet did they [non-
Israelites] have who was like Moses? Balaam, the son of Beor.” What
would Maimonides say? Since Maimonides defined prophecy as a higher
level of intelligence’ and not as a divine communication, the answer is

likely that he would consider Balaam a prophet.

Arnold Ehrlich’s question

Ehrlich asks a practical question: Isn’t it contrary to our understanding
of psychology and history that a king would seek help from an alien?
Why did Balak select Balaam, who was not a citizen of his country and
did not even live there?

He suggests that Balak needed someone familiar with and who
worshipped the God of Israel. Because of his relationship with the

Israelite God, such a person could develop the most effective curse and

2 See Guide of the Perplexed 2:32-48, especially 2:48.
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make it work. Ehrlich notes that Balaam came from Aram,® where
Abraham had dwelt, and proposes that the population of Aram
understood and remained in a relationship with the Israelite God in
Abraham’s day and for a long time thereafter. He adds that the Torah
attests to Balaam’s relationship with God, stating that God spoke with
Balaam. This is why Balak chose him.

Why is Bil’am’s name spelled Balaam?

The unusual English spelling is based on the Greek usage in the
Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible.

Why did Balaam need to see the Israelites to curse them?
Throughout the episode, it is clear that both the king and his hired seer
were convinced that one cannot curse what one cannot see.

Why did God tell Balaam not to curse, and then say, ‘Go’?

This seems to suggest that God changed His mind, thereby depicting God
as fallible. Ehrlich explains that first, God told Balaam not to curse the
Israelites, and later informed him that he could go as long as he blessed

them.

Was the ass speaking a miracle?

During his trip on an ass to view the advancing Israelites and curse them,
the ass begins to speak to the seer and cautions him not to curse Israel.
Was this a miracle, another warning from God? Readers may want to
consider this episode as a natural event, as Balaam’s dream, or his

internal struggle, “Am I acting like an ass?”

3 Verse 22:5 calls the place Petorah, and the Aramaic translation Targum Onkelos clarifies

that it is Aram.
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Readers might also ask, however one interprets the event, whether
something significant should be revealed, especially if it is a miracle?
Ehrlich suggests that it was a dramatic threat. Balaam is told that he had
better be careful what he says. Just as God has the power to make an ass

speak, He can make the ass (and Balaam) dumb.

Why do some sages* say the speaking ass was a miracle?

Some sages highlighted the significance of this miracle far beyond what
is rational, noting that it was so great that God had prepared it long before
it was necessary.” However, while discussing miracles, Maimonides
mentions this midrashic statement in his Guide for the Perplexed 2:29.¢
He felt the sages meant that what appears to be miracles are natural
events. By saying “prepared long before it was necessary,” they were
saying it is part of the natural world and the laws of nature that God

created.

What is Balaam intending in 23:23?

Balaam praises Israel in 23:23, “There is no enchantment with Jacob or
divination in Israel.” His words are unclear. What is he saying? Was he

declaring that divinations and enchantments do not work?

4 In Genesis Rabba and Midrash Kohelet.

5 This is not easy to understand. Why did God need to create this miracle millennia before it
would be used? Couldn’t he create it when it would be needed? Also, what is so significant
about this miracle that it needed to be created early?

6 Acareful reading of Maimonides’ Guide reveals his view that the world functions according
to the laws of nature and that miracles do not occur.
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No. This is an example of Scripture making an incomplete
statement,’ leaving it to readers to supply the implied ending: “There is

no enchantment with Jacob or divination in Israel that can harm them.”

Why is ma tovu read at the start of synagogue services?
Balaam’s blessing of the Israelites (24:5) starts with praise, beginning
ma tovu, which is usually translated as “How goodly (are your tents,
Jacob, your dwellings, Israel).” Jewish tradition placed this statement at
the beginning of the morning service.

Many people were perplexed: Why place words of a non-Jew in the
Jewish prayer book? Rabbi Baruch Epstein (1860—-1941) answered in his
brilliant eight-volume Torah Temimah, drawing on Maimonides’

teaching: The truth is the truth, no matter its source.?

What was the worship of Baal Peor (25:3)?

Baal means “lord” or “god,” and peor means “open.” Mishnah
Sanhedrin 6:7 states that worshippers of Baal Peor would defecate before
their god. It is unreasonable to take this statement literally; no one would
behave this way. The Sages did not want to reveal what the worshippers
did, and they insulted them.’

Ehrlich explains that many ancient pagans worshipped their deity by
having sex before them; men served by opening a virgin’s hymen, and

women by surrendering it.

This phenomenon occurs frequently. In Hebrew, it is called chesurei mechsera. Rashi
mentions it occasionally.

Maimonides taught Jews the truths of the Greek pagan philosopher Aristotle.

They did the same when they said that the pagans worshipped another god by throwing
stones at it. Pagans venerated their god by placing a stone near the altar, indicating that they
had arrived. Many Jews continue the pagan practice by placing a stone on the graves of
people they visit.
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His interpretation is supported by the Torah’s use of vayitzmed
Yisrael I’baal peor, because vayitzmed means “coupling (before Baal
Peor),” as in I Samuel 11:7.

This helps us understand why Pinchas killed the man and woman
who were having sex (Numbers 25:8). He did not execute them because
they had sex, but because they worshipped Baal with their sex act.
Moreover, because both the male and female were important persons in

their country, they would influence the Israelites to worship the idol as

they did.
Stephen 1. Ternyik

The following is an excellent reaction to my essay by my friend Stephen
I. Ternyik. He is a private, entrepreneurial economics scholar/educator
with a focus on quantum monetary science since 1985. He pursued
studies in social science in Berlin, Tokyo, New York, and Jerusalem.
“Balaam was a prophetic figure, but not in the classical sense, dear
Rabbi Israel Drazin. He was a diviner, a seer who possessed a certain
level of spiritual awareness, but his prophetic abilities were not rooted in
a deep understanding of the divine will. Rather, his visions and
utterances were often driven by a mix of divine inspiration and his
desires, biases, and agendas. I believe that Balaam’s character serves as
a cautionary tale about the dangers of abusing prophetic gifts and the
importance of moral integrity. His story highlights the distinction
between true prophecy, rooted in a deep understanding of God’s will and
a commitment to justice and righteousness, and false or corrupted
prophecy, driven by personal gain and self-interest. In the case of

Balaam, his prophetic abilities were not accompanied by a corresponding
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level of moral and spiritual development. His actions and words were
often contradictory, reflecting a deep-seated ambivalence and confusion.
As such, his legacy serves as a reminder of the importance of integrating
spiritual gifts with moral character and a commitment to the greater good
As a philosopher and scientist, I am drawn to the complexities and
nuances of Balaam’s character, and I believe that his story offers
valuable insights into the human condition and the nature of prophecy.
However, I also recognize that the scriptures present a multifaceted
portrait of Balaam and that different interpretations and perspectives are

possible. Best, Stephen.”
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Chapter Eight
The History of the Hebrew Bible

The eighth biblical portion in Numbers is Pinchas (25:10-30:1). It
begins in the middle of chapter 25. In the prior section 25:1-9, we read
the episode of some Israelites ‘“committing harlotry with Moabite
women.” Verse ten starts a new event, in which God praised Pinchas for
killing an Israelite male and a Moabite female who were involved in the
act.

Arnold Ehrlich asks, “Why did God give Pinchas such a large reward
for his behavior?” Since Ehrlich was always sensitive to the style and
wording of the Torah, he noticed that 25:14 is unusual. Often, the Torah
does not name the person who commits a misdeed. In verse 14, it not
only names each of the murdered couple but also relates something
significant about them.

He explains that verse 14 reveals that Pinchas’s heroic actions
merited his reward. The man he killed was a chief of the tribe of Shimon,
and the woman was the daughter of a Midianite chief, powerful and
influential people. Pinchas responded fearlessly to show fellow Israelites
that their harlotry was contrary to Moses’s teaching. He did so without

concern for revenge from the tribe of Shimon and the people of Midian.

Why does the portion end as it does?

The Pinchas portion ends with the first sentence of chapter 30, as 30:2
marks the beginning of a new narrative. Inappropriate chapter
beginnings and endings often occur, starting with a verse from a prior
chapter. For example, the prior portion, Balak, begins with the second
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sentence of chapter 22, which is appropriate because it marks the start of
a new narrative. Another strikingly egregious error is misplacing chapter
beginnings and endings, such as placing the seventh day of creation in
chapter two of Genesis when it belongs in chapter one. Chapter two
should have started with 2:4.

To understand how this situation arose, it is essential to recognize the

significant differences between today’s Torah and the original Torah.

The History of the Hebrew Bible

The earliest manuscripts of the Torah and New Testament were not like
today’s texts. The Bible was written without spaces in between words.
The Hebrew manuscripts did not have vowels, chapters, or verses. The
letters in the Hebrew Bible were the consonants of the Paleo-Hebrew
alphabet, a script related to the Phoenician alphabet that evolved from
the Proto-Canaanite script. After the Babylonian Exile in 586 BCE, the
Jewish people began to use the square form of the Aramaic alphabet,
which they observed among the people in Babylon, the land of their
exile. The Aramaic alphabet became the modern Hebrew alphabet.

Although modern Hebrew letters were derived from Aramaic letters
and often differ from the forms that existed during Moses’s time, some
Jewish Mystics derived moral lessons from the forms of these modern
letters. For example, the letter bet, the second letter of the Hebrew
alphabet, signifies “house” or “dwelling place” for them, and that God
dwells among people.

Both Greek and Latin were initially written right-to-left, mirroring
the direction of the Phoenician and Hebrew predecessors. It was not until

around 500 BCE that the left-to-right direction became standard in Greek
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writing. Latin writing almost always became left-to-right only after the
first century BCE.

Reading the Torah publicly every week began with Ezra the Scribe,
likely around 400 BCE. Torah portions were read on Mondays,
Thursdays, and Shabbat to ensure the Israelites understood and adhered
to God’s laws. Mondays and Thursdays were days when people came to
towns for commerce, and were good days for them to gather to read parts
of the Torah. While the annual cycle is the most common today, some
Jewish communities in ancient times practiced a triennial cycle, where
the Torah was read and completed over three years.

It was not until the fifth century of the common era that scribes called
Masoretes, a word meaning “traditionalists,” who worked in Tiberias and
Jerusalem in Israel between the fifth and tenth centuries, created spaces
between words, added vowels to aid in pronouncing the words, and
divided the writings into sentences and paragraphs. The Hebrew scribe
Aaron ben Asher finalized the version around 925 CE in a document
known as the Aleppo Codex. It is also called in Hebrew Keter Aram
Tzovah, “Crown of Aleppo,” and is the earliest known complete
manuscript of the Hebrew Bible. Maimonides wrote that Aaron ben
Asher’s work was the true Torah, and Jewry accepted his decision.

The codex was retained for five centuries in a synagogue in Aleppo
until the synagogue was set on fire during an anti-Israel riot in 1947 as a
rejection of the formation of a Jewish State. What occurred to the codex
thereafter is unclear. When Israel acquired it in 1958, only about forty

percent of it, including most of the Torah section, was missing. Only two
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more pages were recovered since then. Some additional pages may be
hidden in private hands.

However, these were not the end of the changes that were made.

Christian changes in the Torah

The division of the Bible into chapters, as we know them today, was
done in the thirteenth century by Stephen Langton, Archbishop of
Canterbury (c. 1150-9 July 1228). He was an English cardinal of the
Catholic Church and Archbishop of Canterbury from 1207 until he died
in 1228. The dispute between King John of England and Pope Innocent
IIT over the election of the latter was a significant factor in the crisis that
culminated in the Magna Carta in 1215.

Before him, some Christian scholars tried other divisions, but
Langton’s system, used in the Wycliffe English Bible of 1382, became
the standard.

This change was supplemented in the 16th century by Robert
Estienne (1503-1559), an eminent Parisian printer and scholar, who
invented the verse numbering system we use today.

The Geneva Bible, published in 1560, was the first to feature chapter
and verse divisions as we know them today.

Langton’s division of the Bible into chapters was messy. Judaism
accepted it simply because the chapters made it easy to find a text. For
instance, all we need to say is, “You will find what you are searching for
in chapter 22, verse 2.” Also, if we use the same system as the Christians,

we can communicate easily with them about the Bible.
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Everyone makes mistakes, without exception. However, the
considerable number of Langton’s errors merits him a prominent place
in the Guinness Book of World Records as the master of mistakes.

In short, it would be foolish to think that the ancient Torah was
written in the same manner as we write books in the twenty-first century.
The Torah had to be composed as other books at the time it was written,
just as its content had to address the ancient mindset and work to improve

it.
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Chapter Nine
Military Chaplains

In chapter 31 of the ninth weekly biblical portion, Matot (30:2—32:42),
the Israelites take vengeance against the nation of Midian for their
attempt, described in the previous portion, to destroy the Israelites.

In 31:6, “Moses sent a thousand from each (of the twelve) tribes
together with Pinchas the son of Eleazar the priest to the war.”

Ever sensitive to the wording of the Torah, Arnold Ehrlich notes that
31:6 appears to refer to Eleazar as a priest, whereas 25:7 and 11 do not.
They state, “Pinchas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest.”

He explains that (1) the term “priest” here does not refer to the temple
duty, (2) the translation “to the war” is incorrect, and (3) the correct
translation should be, “Eleazer the priest ‘for’ the war,” which is what is
called today a military chaplain. He points out that the Israelites had
military chaplains in Deuteronomy 20:2, where one of the functions is
described, and in other wars.

He adds that 31:6 continues, stating that the Israelite army went to
war also with the ark, the golden plate with the divine name, to inspire
and encourage the soldiers, and trumpets for alarms.

Verses 31:7 and 8 state that the Israelites fought “and they slew every
male,” the five kings of Midian, and Balaam the seer.

Arnold Ehrlich interprets these verses in a manner I dislike. He
understands that the Israelites killed every male after the battle ended,
and leaves a question mark after the phrase “slew every male” to indicate

he did not know why they did so.
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I recognize that the Torah's style exaggerates to convey the
significance of what occurred and that this exaggeration should not be
taken literally, as it occurs frequently. An example is the tenth plague
against the Egyptians who enslaved the Israelites. The Torah states that
“all” firstborns among Egyptian human males and animals were killed.
There, like here, “all” means “many.” I understand that many Midianite
deaths happened to soldiers during the war; it was a significant victory.

Many nations used military chaplains before and after the time of
Moses. Military chaplains provided spiritual and moral support to
soldiers. The US Chaplain Corps was established on 29 July 1775 when
the Continental Congress authorized one ordained Chaplain, serving at
the rank of Captain, for each regular regiment of the Continental Army.
The 250" anniversary of the American chaplaincy was on July 29, 2025.
The Continental Army needed clergy to provide religious support for the
volunteers fighting for the Nation’s independence. The first chaplains
were Protestants only.

Their role evolved from primarily providing religious support to
offering counseling and guidance to all personnel, regardless of their
faith. Today, they offer worship services, confidential counseling,
assistance in finding clergy for service personnel who are not of their
religion, and also serve as advisors to commanders on religious, ethical,
and morale-related issues.

Since the American Civil War, the US Army Chaplain Corps
expanded to include chaplains of various faiths, such as Catholic, Jewish,
and African American. When I was serving in the Pentagon, I suggested

including Muslims, and my advice was accepted.
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I served on active duty in the Army as a military chaplain from 1957,
at the age of 21, until several years later, then transitioned back to civilian
life while remaining in the Army reserves. I rose in the reserves from
First Lieutenant to Colonel. During these years, the Army paid for me to
acquire two Master’s Degrees, a PhD, and a Law Degree. My primary
role during the reserve years was working for the civil government as a
lawyer and as the head of Medicare’s Civil Litigation Staff. Additionally,
in the reserves, I taught legal matters at the Chaplain school.

In 1979, two Harvard University law students filed a lawsuit against
the United States Army for employing military chaplains as part of its
personnel. They argued that the chaplaincy violated the Constitution’s
mandate of separating church and state: “Congress shall make no law
establishing religion or prohibiting the Free Exercise thereof.” The Army
Chaplaincy noted that the Army JAG officers and US attorneys assigned
to the case at that time lacked an understanding of the chaplaincy.

Having made a positive impression on the military as both a chaplain
and a lawyer, the Army recognized that I understood the issues in the
case against it. They requested, and I accepted, taking leave from the
Civil Service, returning to active duty to assist in winning the lawsuit,
and then returning to the Civil Service after contributing to the case.
These were the most exciting years of my life.

I served four years at the Pentagon, working on more than just the
case. For example, I handled all matters involving religion and law,
wrote documents for President Reagan and the Chief of Staff of the
Army, and even settled a dispute between the Vatican and the US

government. When we won the case, the president promoted me to
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Brigadier General in recognition of the work I had done, and I
transitioned from Active Duty to Civil Service and the Army reserves.

However, during my four years as a general in the reserves, I was
frequently called back to active duty to handle various matters, such as
serving on a committee to address many issues where soldiers wanted to
observe religious duties prohibited by the military, to argue the
chaplaincy position regarding cutting the chaplaincy numbers with The
Chief of Staff of the Miliary, to serve on boards that promote generals,
and more. In the last instance, I ensured that the next Chief of Chaplains
would be black, the first and, so far, the last time this had happened.

In my book For God and Country, I describe how I helped save the
chaplaincy. Our key argument was that only military chaplains, due to
their specialized training, could provide for the service members’ “Free
Exercise of Religion” guaranteed in the First Amendment to the
Constitution. My friend Dr. Cecil Curry, a historian, added a history of
the chaplaincy to the book.
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Chapter Ten
A Good and a Bad Commentary

As we previously saw, not every commentary by the brilliant early
twentieth-century scholar Arnold Ehrlich was rational. However, we all
make mistakes, and, in fact, every biblical figure erred at times. This
occurs again with Ehrlich in the tenth and last biblical portion of
Numbers, Masei (33:1-36:13).

Verse 33:2 states, “Moses wrote the places of their journeys
commanded by God; and the following are their journeys and places.”

Ehrlich surprisingly writes that the reversal of “places of their
journeys” at the end of the sentence with “journeys and places” makes
no sense to him.

I see no problem with this. This is a customary writing style in many
countries, and it even occurs elsewhere in the Torah.

However, his other questions and interpretations in this portion, such
as the following, are sensible.

He asks why a person who accidentally killed another individual
without any intention of harming him is required to be placed in one of
the cities of refuge that the Torah requires the Israelites to create.

He explains that the ancient Israelites, like virtually all of their
contemporaries, sought revenge against anyone who killed their relative,
even if the killing was accidental. Therefore, the Torah mandated that
the man who accidentally killed another should be saved by placing him

in the refuge city.
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(Note: I intentionally changed “city of refuge” to “refuge city” to

show that Ehrlich’s confusion was unmerited.)
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Chapter Eleven
Adriaan Koerbagh

The following is an excellent essay by my friend Turk Hill. He told me he
is part Jewish through his father’s side with relatives in Israel, but his
mother is not Jewish. He is 30 years old, studied philosophy and world
religions at a community college, manages rentals, is interested in
history, and is a rationalist who enjoys researching and learning
philosophy, religion, science, and other subjects. He is a self-taught
autodidact, and readers of his essay, one of three he sent me, will agree
that he has a superb mentor.

I admit that I knew nothing about Adriaan Koerbagh (1632—-1669)
before I read my friend Turk Hill’s essay, which I posted below. I
googled Koerbagh and discovered that he was a Dutch physician,
scholar, writer—who criticized religion and conventional morality—and
was part of the circle of supporters of Baruch Spinoza. His name is
pronounced Core-ba (with a silent gh).

Adriaan studied at various universities and earned a degree in
medicine in 1659 and a master’s degree in jurisprudence in 1661. Like
Spinoza, he was one of the most radical figures of the Enlightenment. He
was a non-Jew who rejected and reviled the church and state as unreliable
institutions. He said theologians’ and lawyers’ language was a vague,
opaque tool to blind people and maintain their power. He placed the
authority of reason above that of dogma and was regarded as a

freethinker.

39



Koerbagh described the Bible and doctrines like the Trinity and
Jesus’ divine nature as human inventions. He argued that what we call
God is nature and that nothing exists outside nature. Therefore, he
insisted that nature and science, which study it, are the real theology of
the world. He argued that religion is irrational and only maintains its
position through deception and violence.

I disagree with Adriaan Koerbagh’s assertion that God does not exist
and that what we refer to as God is a manifestation of nature. I also do
not think religion is irrational, and I reject some other aspects of his
ideas. Nevertheless, as Turk Hill states, Adriaan Koerbagh’s thoughts
will prompt us to reconsider the Bible and religion. They may help us
understand them better if we approach them with a skeptical, open mind.

I did not edit the essay.

Turk Hill’s Essay
Adriaan Koerbagh: A Martyr for Reason

“He who neglects the use of his reason sinks into every sort
of ignorance and superstition from which all evil stems.”

Adriaan Koerbagh

Whether one agrees with Spinoza’s ideas or not, they will admit that
he makes us think about the Bible and other subjects. Similarly, one can
learn much from Spinoza’s ‘circle’ of followers. Adriaan Koerbagh
(1633-1669) is an example. Koerbagh was a Dutch physician, a critic of
organized religion, and a contemporary and friend of Spinoza. He was
arguably one of the most tragic figures of the early Dutch Enlightenment
due to his severe punishment and censorship by the Amsterdam

authorities in 1668 for circulating heterodox views in opposition to the
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anti-Socinian act of 1653. Before we delve into his radical ideas, let us
start with some background.

Adriaan and his younger brother, Johannes (1634—1672), were born
to wealthy Amsterdam parents in Holland.!! When their father, a
ceramics maker, died, he left them a sizeable amount of wealth so they
didn’t need to work, allowing them to pursue further education at the
University of Utrecht. While Johannes aspired to be a minister, Adriaan
transferred to Leiden in 1656, the same year Spinoza (1632—-1677) was
excommunicated, to study medicine and law.[?! It was there that he was
introduced to Spinoza’s “inner circle” through Spinoza’s teacher. He
then settled in Amsterdam, occasionally visiting Spinoza in nearby
Rijnsburg, and dedicated his life to freeing people from ignorance.*!

Koerbagh’s first published work appeared in 1664 under the
pseudonym “Vreederijk Waarmon” as a dictionary of law, intended to
clarify the meaning of legal terms in plain vernacular. A second book
called “A Flowerbed (or Garden) of all sorts of Loveliness without
Sorrow,” Een Bloemhof in Dutch, followed in 1668. A flower garden
served as a comprehensive, encyclopedic dictionary of political and
theological terms, providing Dutch equivalents for foreign loanwords
that had crept into Dutch. The Reformed church and government
officials found this work particularly appalling because it provided
laypeople with the knowledge to challenge their authority. His final work
was never published during his lifetime. Johannes, who initially had
problems with the consistory for his heterodoxy, was eventually deemed
unfit to be a minister, and a warrant was issued for Adriaan’s arrest due

to his illicit writings.
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Koerbagh, now a fugitive, disguised himself by wearing a black wig,
fled Amsterdam for Culemborg, carrying with him an unpublished
manuscript that was arguably the most radical work of the
Enlightenment.[*] Entitled “A Light Shining in Dark Places, to illuminate
the main questions of Theology and Religion,” A Light (Een Ligt in
Dutch), was a vehement attack on the clergy. It exposed the cruel history
of the church, championed the religion of reason, and rebuffed miracles
and the divinity of Jesus. Even before Spinoza could commit his thoughts
to paper, Koerbagh was already disseminating some of his ideas.!
Koerbagh felt strongly that the truth should be accessible to all. Whereas
Spinoza wrote in Latin, only accessible to the elite, Koerbagh wrote in
Dutch for the common people, a fatal mistake Spinoza would never
make.

Things were going smoothly until, to Koerbagh’s dismay, the
printing process was abruptly interrupted due to the printer growing
suspicious of its ‘strange opinions.” Before long, the printer alerted the
local officials, and Koerbagh had to evade capture again, this time
arriving in Leiden. However, an anonymous ‘friend’ soon disclosed his
location for a considerable sum of money, so on July 18, at 6:00 am,
Adriaen was dragged from his bed and subsequently apprehended by the
local police. The next morning, he was summoned to the civic
magistrates in Amsterdam for interrogation, where he admitted knowing
Spinoza but flatly denied ever discussing philosophy with him. He took
all the blame to protect Spinoza, his brother, and his friends from the

ecclesiastical authorities.
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We have to remember that in the seventeenth century, most people
still believed in the infallibility of the Bible, that angels helped people
daily, and that Jesus was a divine being. Anyone teaching ideas that were
contrary to mainstream Christianity was put under scrutiny. Indeed, it
was dangerous to tell the truth in an age when they were burning people
for less. Is it any wonder then that the hardliners wanted him brought to
the scaffold, his thumb removed, his tongue pierced with hot iron, plus
thirty years in prison, the burning and confiscation of all his works, and
payment for all the legal costs? Fortunately, the sentence was much
lighter. He was sentenced to just ten years’ imprisonment and a decade
of exile. He lasted a little more than a year. His health soon deteriorated,
and he died in October 1669. He was thirty-six years old. His brother

followed him three years later. The following are some of his deist ideas.
Koerbagh’s God

Koerbagh may have been a pantheist. He expressed monistic views,
describing God as “all in all,” so that “all that one sees, hears, and feels
is nothing but a mode” of God. Koerbagh subscribed to “Spinoza’s God,”
saying, “We say that the whole of nature is God, there is no nature above
nature, so God should be treated in physics” (A Light, 475).1°! Since it is
not above nature, but natural, physics also deals with the soul. In the
same vein as Spinoza, he defined God as infinite, eternal, all-powerful,
etc., claiming that God has infinite attributes, each infinite in its own
kind, with the two main attributes being thought and extension. If God
and Creation are identical, then metaphysics must be found in physics;

the study of physics is the true theology.
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In light of the above, Koerbagh argued that the Biblical authors did
not know what God is. John said, “God is a spirit,” but he does not say
what a spirit is. Koerbagh defined the word spirit in Cartesian terms: “a
spirit consists in thought,” or “a spirit is a thinking thing.” While
Koerbagh promoted anti-anthropomorphism, Scripture records actions
of God that are incompatible with the one true God, such as ascending,
descending, passing by, speaking, being wrathful, and even roaring like
a bear or a lion, and so on. The more anthropomorphic the words used to
describe God, the more people conceive of him that way. God is not in a
certain place in heaven like a king in a castle. God is everywhere. To
come down or pass by Moses is impossible and unnecessary. God is not
hidden, but has revealed himself clearly to all people, i.e., God speaks to
us through reason. Thus, nobody can boast of having received more

revelation than any other.
Creation

Koerbagh said that creation out of nothing, called creation ex nihilo, was
unscriptural and impossible. He felt that from nothing, nothing can be
made. He instead posited that certain items were formed during creation
by the law of motion. At the beginning of Scripture, one reads " Bereshit
bara elohim haschamaim ve haarets, to which Koerbagh translates as
“In the main the powerful have made or shaped those yonder waters, and
the earth.” Therefore, Genesis 1 does not refer to a beginning or time,
but to main. In addition, he explains that the word hara means “has made,
modified, or shaped” and that Elohim means “powerful ones,” in the
singular “ael,” meaning “powerful, strong.” Koerbagh noted that elohim

may also denote earthly rulers. Consistent with his rational approach, he
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translates “and the spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters” as:
“and the powerful or strong wind moved on the surface of the waters.”
Rouach means “wind” and comes from the root word rouah, which
means ‘“has breathed.” Breathing occurs by inhaling and exhaling air,
and wind is nothing but a motion of air. Besides, Koerbagh thought, how
could God or thought move upon the waters? When Scripture tells us
that God said, “let there be light, and there was light,” Koerbagh argues
that these words depict a separation of light from darkness, indicating
motion. Yet he considers it highly inappropriate to describe God as
speaking with a human voice. Any sensible person regards this merely
as a figure of speech. God does not really perform such actions. God has

no vocal cords.
Reason

Koerbagh praised reason as a gift from God, proclaiming that reason is
the image “to which likeness Scripture tells us that we are made in the
image of God” (Ligt 303).l”) The more we are endowed with reason, “the
closer we are to God and the more we resemble him.” Hence, it is foolish
for the clergy to say that human reason is corrupted by sin. On the
contrary, people should use the divine gift of reason to study the sciences
and discover God. In fact, “people have always been able to arrive at a
knowledge of God through reason.”! Additionally, Koerbagh extolled
reason as the true word of God. Since God is infinite, God’s word must
be universal and infinite. There is no other infinite word than reason, and
it cannot be contained in a hundred thousand books. If it could, it would
be finite. Were a person to write it, Koerbagh explained, he would

require the entire wisdom of God and know everything, which is
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impossible. Therefore, reason surpasses scripture. However, whenever
scripture reflects reason, “scripture can correctly be said to be a piece or

a part of God’s word” (Ibid., p. 305).
Ten Commandments

The reader will be surprised, if not shocked, to learn that Koerbagh was
convinced that the Ten Commandments (or ten statements) were the
product of human reason. In Een Ligt (A Light), chapter eleven, he
exclaimed, “Moses devised the law through his wisdom and the reason
with which God had endowed him.” Jonathan Israel pointed out to me in
a private correspondence that Moses being inspired by God just means
that “nature gave Moses wisdom, nothing more.” Moreover, Michiel
Wielema observed that while Moses and Jesus were extraordinary
leaders, their teachings are only ‘divine’ in a metaphorical sense,
inasmuch as they were grounded purely in human reason. Since God is
nature, God does not literally write, do or say anything. Koerbagh
explains: “one should not imagine that God was there on the mountain
with Moses, and talked to him and wrote the law with his finger on the
two stone tablets... Those are actions that are incompatible with an
infinite God, for God the Lord has no fingers to write with and no mouth
to speak with, etc. ( A Light, 387).” However, as a political leader, it was
necessary for Moses to lie about the origin of the decalogue, or else the
people would not have accepted it.[°! Thus, it was not done by God but
by Moses.

The Bible

Besides insisting that Moses had lied about the law being inspired by
God, Koerbagh asserted that holy scripture is not God’s word; it is the
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word of people. In 4 Garden and Een Ligt, Koerbagh defined the word
Bible as Greek for book—any book. Indeed, you could apply the term
even to Aesop’s Fables and Harry Potter. This is shocking. The
implication is that the Bible is simply a human document pertaining only
to Jews, and not of divine origin. The fact that the rabbis changed Torah
laws proves that even they do not see it as the unchangeable word of

101 If scripture is God’s

God, or else they would not dare to change it.
word, and its laws divine, then why do people not follow it? Conversely,
if it is the works of man’s hands, why was the Bible accepted? Koerbagh
answers: because at the time, no better books existed in the world to
describe the one true religion. Nonetheless, it is not inconceivable for an
exceptionally gifted writer to produce a better book that is less obscure
or to improve the original work. So why haven’t they? Simply because
“nobody has stood up and ventured to undertake it.” Besides, assuming
someone did undertake the task, they would probably be met with

aversion, and the public would not approve. In brief, God didn’t write
the Bible, and scripture is long overdue for an update.

Jesus

Orthodox Christians were upset by Koerbagh’s rejection of the divinity
of Jesus. To Koerbagh, Jesus was just a man, and no one knows his
father. When Jesus is called the Son of God, it is in the same sense that
all people are called children of God. It follows that Koerbagh was an
anti-Trinitarian. The notion that there can be three substances is an
absurdity. It is contrary to reason. There is only one substance, or rather
‘ipstance,” as Koerbagh prefers it.''! God is simple, unique, and

immutable; therefore, an unchangeable God cannot become a man.
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Similarly, he was baffled by transubstantiation, the concept that
Catholics may turn a small piece of bread or baked dough into Jesus/God
and eat it. This is nonsensical. While he accepted the Gospels as teaching
true history, he didn’t believe in miracles and the resurrection. As
Michiel Wielema noted, Jesus’ resurrection need not be physical. It
could be interpreted as symbolically expressing his achieving eternal
bliss through reason. To Koerbagh, reason alone was sufficient for

attaining salvation (more on this later).
True Christians

While Koerbagh had great respect for Jesus as a great philosopher, he
believed that the clergy distorted the original message of Jesus. Jesus
preached love and tolerance. When asked which was the greatest
commandment, he answered to love God and to love your neighbor as
yourself.['”) However, history proved that the church did not reflect
Jesus’ teachings. Instead, it perpetrated violence against heretics for
deviating from church doctrine. Koerbagh argued that the word heretic
means ‘follower’ and heresy means ‘choosing,” neither of which
inherently implies wrongdoing. It is safe to say that everyone is a heretic
or follower of someone or something. In short, true Christians would
never persecute anyone, and people of all religions should adhere to the
Golden Rule, which is a natural law: Do not do unto others what you do

not wish others to do unto you.
Salvation

For most Christians, salvation is achieved primarily through faith alone.
Nothing is further from the truth. According to Koerbagh, the path to

salvation is knowledge, not faith. Knowledge is better than belief or
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faith. For example, Koerbagh did not believe in God, but he knew that
God exists. Therefore, it is unnecessary to have faith in Jesus or to
believe in the virgin birth (the latter isn’t a central part of faith, being
unscriptural). What is more, Koerbagh pointed out inconsistencies in the
Christian doctrine of atonement, stating that, for example, “If he [Jesus]
paid off our debts, then we owe him and are indebted to him for the
reparation.” This is not grace. Also, if Jesus died for our sins, then why
do people still die? How then can Jesus be said to be a “savior”?
Koerbagh explained that Jesus can save people in only one of two ways.
He could either literally save someone from drowning (for example) or,
more importantly, he could save someone from ignorance. For
Koerbagh, Jesus did not die for our sins; original sin is ignorance, and
“sin” means error or mistake. The remedy to sin, or error, isn’t the
bringing of a sacrifice (Koerbagh was ardently opposed to human and
animal sacrifices). What is essential is knowledge. Specifically,
knowledge of God, and since God is equivalent to nature, this means the
study of physics. People are duty-bound to study the laws of nature
because such knowledge benefits them and aids the development of
society. Consequently, salvation, both here and hereafter, is predicated
on knowledge. Even people who lived long after Jesus may still be saved
by following his example. What’s more, not only Jesus, but any person
may be a savior who uses reason to transmit wisdom. The greatest
salvation consists “in bringing one or many (the more, the greater the
saviour) out of ignorance to knowledge, wisdom, and understanding” (A

Light, 143).
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Heaven and Hell

Koerbagh interpreted heaven and hell allegorically. For instance, heaven
signifies being united with God through knowledge, not a place
(although he accepted the possibility that the righteous go to a place that
we call heaven, he felt most likely that they remained local to earth).!3!
What is essential is not the place, God is everywhere, but the feeling of
joy, which consists, namely, “in knowledge of and communion with
God,” which is eternal life.

Consistent with this rational approach, Koerbagh stated that even hell
is not a place for evil spirits. It is a state of misery. Therefore, he
translated Gehenna as a valley of thieves and Sheol as the grave. The
word hell comes from hellen, which means to go down or descend, so
hell is a deep pit, hole, or well. The concept of “hell” as a fiery abode
was invented by clerics to “scare the common people away from doing
evil.” Besides, even if it exists, fire cannot hurt forever. Once the human
body is consumed, the pain stops. However, “since it is not proved that
such evil spirits exist, they do not yet require a place.” Consequently,
“the punishment, if there is one after death, will be the mental conviction

of having rashly missed out on eternal life” (A Light, 353).
Angels and Demons

While most people in the seventeenth century still believed in demons,

Koerbagh was a notable exception.['

As previously mentioned,
Koerbagh defined a spirit in Cartesian terms, namely, thought. He
contended that all biblical references to demons, devils, and ghosts were
not supernatural entities. Rather, they referred to internal human

experiences, such as malicious thoughts or evil humans.!'> They are not

50



entities “outside the human domain.” Thoughts are spiritual and non-
physical. It follows that a mere thought cannot walk, go, stand, or fly,
“since these are all human actions.” Thus, demons do not exist. Although
Koerbagh denied evil spirits, he adds that “I have not denied that there
can be evil thoughts by which someone can be assailed as if by evil
spirits, because thoughts spring from the mind” (A Light, 237).

For example, he interpreted the temptation of Jesus (Matthew 4:1—
11) as a metaphor, an inner struggle. Drawing from his knowledge of
Hebrew etymology, Koerbagh noted that Satan is Hebrew for adversary,
thereby identifying the devil as one of his closest friends who, perhaps
just before he left, tried to convince him to abandon his mission. Jesus
wondered if he was correct. Preaching the truth often resulted in exile or
death. Koerbagh explains, “there arose in his mind, asked when he was
alone, such a struggle as we have described” (A Light, 239). Koerbagh
could relate, having faced a similar experience, noting that all his friends
slandered him for composing 4 Flower and Een Ligt.

After his attack on demons, Koerbagh applied the same
metaphorization to angels. The word “angels” means “messengers or
envoys.” It refers to the natural forces, human messengers, and even
good thoughts. Koerbagh affirmed, “Every good thought comes from
God and therefore is a miracle through which he helps” (A Light, 421).
It is untenable to say that God sends messengers to help people. Angels
who went astray were teachers who erred, and David, being inspired by
God to feign madness (which enabled his escape from King Achish),
means his idea is part of nature. However, the church deliberately

obfuscated the correct translation of "good spirits," concealing their true
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meaning from the masses. In essence, there is no explicit command to
believe in angels or demons in scripture. Koerbagh concludes that “this
is not a matter of importance in which there is any salvation, and
therefore one can believe or reject it as one chooses” (A Light, 451). In

a word, it is an optional belief.
Miracles

In Een Ligt, Koerbagh asserted that biblical miracles were not real
miracles, contending that they could be explained as natural events. For
instance, the parting of the Red Sea can be explained by a natural cause.
It was not a supernatural miracle. However, the way it was depicted in
scripture is problematic. Koerbagh illustrates this by recounting a four-
day naval engagement between the English and Dutch fleets, noting that
“suddenly a dense fog appeared during the pursuit,” allowing the English
ships to escape the Dutch navy.!'s! Now, one could relate a story in one
of two ways: they could either credit their timely escape to a thick fog, a
natural phenomenon, part of natural law, or tell it improperly, as if God
struck the Dutch sailors with temporary blindness. The latter was the
typical biblical style for conveying biblical narratives. Koerbagh disliked
this approach. He felt it was unnecessary to describe things in such a
make-believe fashion. Ignorance is the cause of credulity, and had the
biblical authors described events properly, scripture would not have been
filled with so much ambiguity and obscurity. Koerbagh was adamant.
“Miracles must be explained according to reason.”

Thus, Koerbagh was certain that miracles do not occur and that the
universe operates according to the laws of nature. Furthermore, there is

no need to believe in miracles. They seem to go against the whole of
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physics. This is why a scientist or a philosopher finds it very difficult to
believe in miracles. They also do not demonstrate God’s power. A
wonder-working God, who violates his own laws, is changeable and is
no God at all. He sensibly concluded that “God therefore cannot perform
miracles.” In so doing, he also answered the age-old question of why we
do not see miracles today as we once did. The answer is that they did not
happen in the past either. The only miracle Koerbagh seems to accept is
the natural world, exclaiming that, “I count as miracles all natural
workings—for they are infinite—through which God helps people” (A

Light, 415). In other words, God operates through the laws of nature.[!”]

Summary

Tragically, Adriaan Koerbagh died in prison due to his radical stances
on God, the Bible, and his systematic attack on revealed religion.
Koerbagh considered himself a savior, like Jesus, illuminating the
shadows for his fellow citizens, bringing them to the word of God. He
was a rationalist who advocated for the primacy of reason and stressed
that all people should strive for intellectual development.

His philosophy, however, proved to be a blinding light to the church,
and they were quick to snuff it out. As a result, Koerbagh’s magnum
opus, Een Ligt, was suppressed for hundreds of years. It was not until
recently that the work became readily available to the general public.
Today, only two copies have survived.!'8! Thus, Koerbagh had no
influence whatever on the Enlightenment.

Nevertheless, his voice was the most prominent amongst Spinoza’s
circle. Therefore, the news of Koerbagh’s death must have been very

sobering to Spinoza, but Koerbagh’s fate did not fall on deaf ears.
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Spinoza learned a valuable lesson. A few months later, he would
anonymously publish “A Theological-Political Treatise” in Latin by a
pretended printer in a false location.

Whether readers fully embrace Koerbagh’s philosophy is less
important than the valuable insights they will gain from it, prompting
them to think critically about the issues raised. Therefore, readers
shouldn’t shy away from studying Spinoza and his followers; we can
learn a lot from them. Adriaan Koerbagh is an example. I like Koerbagh.
He is an excellent deist to know about. Though once dimmed,
Koerbagh’s light was not extinguished. The light still shines brightly,

revealing a path few dare to take.

Turk Hill’s Endnotes

[1] He was born the year after Spinoza.
[2] Interestingly, Koerbagh was never excommunicated.

[3] Curiously, despite their friendship, no correspondence between Spinoza and Koerbagh
has survived.

[4] No doubt Koerbagh had access to Spinoza’s incomplete manuscripts when composing
Een Ligt.

[5] Although it would be inaccurate to characterize him as simply a precursor to Spinoza. He
was bright and developed his own distinct intellectual framework. Furthermore, they did
not always agree (e.g., whereas Spinoza argues that philosophy and theology are distinct,
Koerbagh held that there was no distinction between them).

[6] All quotes are taken from “A Light Shining in Dark Places, to Illuminate the Main
Questions of Theology and Religion,” translated by Michiel Wielema (Leiden: Brill,
2011).

[7] He also identified the Holy Ghost as reason.

[8] Michiel Wielema points out that Koerbagh contends that Gen. 4:26’s “then began men to
call upon the name of the Lord” was the inception of natural religion. Since then, people
have fallen from the original rational religion into superstition.

[9] Like the English political philosopher, Thomas Hobbes (1588—1679), Koerbagh asserted
that only the civil authorities could enact religious laws. The clergy may only teach laws.
Moses was a legislator, not a theologian.

[10] For example, the law of “an eye for an eye” was later changed to mean monetary
compensation.

[11] Koerbagh prefers the term ‘ipstance’ to Spinoza’s ‘substance’ as ‘sub’ suggests
dependence, whereas the “ip” prefix, derived from the Latin “ipse” (self), conveys the
meaning of independence.

[12] Matt. 22:3740
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[13]
[14]

[13]

[16]

[17]

(18]

Heaven may also denote the sky.

For example, the materialist Thomas Hobbes felt that spirits exist, but they are subtle,
like an etheriel gas. Unlike Koerbagh, Hobbes also argued that God is corporeal and that
human thoughts are material movements in response to material causes. The mind is not
separated from matter (special thanks to Ismael del Olmo for pointing this out to me).

For what it’s worth, Koerbagh explained spirit possessions as a natural illness and
exorcisms as a cure.

Referring to the biggest sea battle of the Second Anglo-Dutch War, The Four Days’ Battle,
June 11-14, 1666.

Scholars have been debating for centuries whether Spinoza was a pantheist, a theist, or
an atheist. It is the same with Koerbagh. One way to read Koerbagh is that God influences
humans and events naturally rather than supernaturally. This is the concept that God
created nature and, therefore, works through it. It’s not that a supernatural event happens.
Rather, if God were to do something, he would do it through his creations. He would do
it through the laws of nature. Alternatively, we could read him as a pantheist, as Steven
Nadler would prefer (e.g., God and nature are identical, and nature cannot influence
nature). Whether Koerbagh believed that God influences the world naturally is up to the
reader to decide.

They are kept at the Museum Meermanno in The Hague.
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Chapter Twelve
Finding the Silver Lining

How could the Bible describe God saying in Genesis 1:31 that “all He
did was very good” when we see that people are frequently hurt? The
Laws of Nature that God created do much good. A strong wind, even a
violent one, cleans the air, but it can also hurt and kill people. No law
benefits most of a nation or the world if it harms some people. I do not
know why God created this situation, but I do know that good can be
achieved even in the face of tragedy. Difficulties in life can prompt
people to improve. As the saying goes, even storm clouds have silver
linings. Dov Lipman’s book is an example.

Rabbi Dov Lipman’s 2024 191-page book The Magic in the Tragic,
Inspirational Stories from the Hamas War against Israel, published by
Gefen Publishing House, is a surprising, emotional, and moving volume.
The president of Israel, Isaac Herzog, praised it in his two-page opening
letter.

The volume contains seven parts, totaling ninety-seven emotional,
heroic stories, usually told on a single page. A colorful portrait of the
person involved follows this. Each Israeli mentioned is named, except
for some who helped fellow citizens but wished to remain anonymous.

Every tale dramatizes Israelis’ encouraging reactions to one of the
darkest days in Jewish history, the savage attack upon their land and
people on October 7, 2023, and the rape, murder, and burning of many

victims.
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The author, Dov Lipman, is a former member of Israel’s Knesset (its
parliament) who received rabbinic ordination from Ner Israel Rabbinical
College in Baltimore, Maryland.

The book’s Foreword is written by Iris Haim, mother of Yotam, a
Hamas hostage for sixty-five days, who Israel’s soldiers tragically killed
as he was escaping captivity in Gaza. Like other mothers who tell their
tales, she accepted the tragedy with a positive attitude. “I have chosen to
act for the good of the Nation of Israel in Yotam’s name. I have chosen
to unify our fractured parts and to raise awareness that we all have the
same gene. We all have the same goal.”

The book is filled with many positive, heroic sentiments, and the
cover shows a son lighting a Hanukkah menorah. His parents were
murdered on October 7 by Hamas savages. Their family home was
looted and set on fire. The only item salvaged from the rubble was the
menorah. He returned to his demolished home and lit the menorah where
his mom and dad were murdered, setting an example of light shining in
the darkness.

An ultra-Orthodox man was driving to Jerusalem when he saw a
husband and wife stranded by their car, which had run out of gas. He
pulled over and said he would drive to town and bring back gas. When
he returned, the stranded man tried to pay his ultra-Orthodox helper, but
the helper replied, “No charge. This is a mitzvah, and I am not willing to
sell my mitzvah.” The man was surprised. He said, “Come here. I have
to show you something.” He showed him his car bumper sticker that

read, “Run over all ultra-Orthodox people.” He ripped off his sticker and
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became a defender of ultra-Orthodox Jews. This is not the story’s end.
While most tales are on a single page, this one is told in four.

Several tales of Israelis paying for food purchased by soldiers are
included. One picture shows an unidentified woman who saw a group of
soldiers eating in a restaurant and, unbeknownst to them, went to the
counter and paid for all their meals.

An IDF paratrooper was critically wounded while fighting Hamas in
Gaza. His family fulfilled his wishes and gave six of his organs to six
people. The accompanying picture is of his mother, a Black Jew,
listening to her son’s heart beating in a white man’s body.

Some men and women were not required to go to war, such as the
retired sixty-four-year-old who had served as a government minister. He
put on his former uniform and rescued injured soldiers under fire.

There was a non-Jewish Israeli in the process of converting who
begged the rabbinate to expedite his conversion, “So that if [ am killed,
I can die as a Jew.”

There are many other tales, such as a Muslim Israeli who went to war
for Israel, how injured soldiers who were amputees handled their post-
battle lives positively, and how so many Israelis supported the soldiers
who sacrificed their lives so that Israel would be secure.

Dov Lipman tells us that these stories are just the tip of the iceberg,
and he verified that each is true. They give us a glimpse of the special
nature of the Israeli army soldiers and the country’s heroic, positive-

thinking non-soldiers.
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Chapter Thirteen

Jewish Values in the Torah Portion

Readers will enjoy Rabbi Dr. Nachum Amsel’s 2025 301-page book,
Jewish Values in the Torah Portion, published by Gefen Publishing
House. Rabbi Amsel writes interestingly and openly about subjects that
will fascinate readers.

Rabbi Amsel is the Director of Education at Rabbi Berel Wein’s
Destiny Foundation, which aims to excite and entertain people with
Jewish history.

He devotes each of his fifty-four chapters to the fifty-four portions
Jews read weekly from the Torah each year. Instead of proving that he is
a scholar, which he does not need to do, or telling readers mystical or
sermonic lessons, he devotes each chapter, generally five pages long, to
a single fundamental Jewish value. Then he insightfully examines these
at length.

Rabbi Amsel discusses values in each of the fifty-four portions.
Some of these are how to live forever, whether Judaism is a culture or
religion, the attitude to less observant Jews, the primacy of the Land of
Israel, and keeping a Jewish name. He then addresses the Jewish attitude
to animals, God, prophecy, lying, dreams, war, revenge, time, jealousy,
holiness, birthdays, family, and antisemitism.

For example, the biblical portion Behar examines eight Jewish
thoughts that prohibit making people feel bad. It gives examples from
various Jewish sources, such as the biblical and talmudic commentator

Rashi, born in 1040.
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Rashi teaches readers, based on the Talmud Bava Metzia 58b, that
overcharging a person in a financial transaction violates the Torah
because it makes the person feel bad. Rashi adds that the following verse,
18, can cause bad feelings simply by the use of improper words or by
teasing others.

Rashi quotes Talmud Bava Metzia 59a, which states that inflicting
distress “is not just another sin, but indeed one of the most serious sins
in the Torah.”

He also tells us what Nechama Leibowitz, the Sefer Chasidim, the
Shulchan Aruch, the Iggeret Hateshuva, the Maharal, the Tosaphot, and
others say.

Another example is the biblical portion, Bechukotai, which focuses
on retirement. He tells us that the “idea of ending one’s profession or
work due to old age seems to be antithetical to Jewish thought.” The
Talmud, Kinim 25a, states that Torah scholars’ minds hold firm as they
age, and the Talmud, Shabbat 152a, states that the brains of Jewish
scholars grow stronger as they age. Avot d’Rabbi Natan 11 warns that
old people may die if their brains are not sufficiently engaged. According
to Rashi’s commentary on Genesis 37:2, the patriarch Jacob wanted to
end his days in shalvah, serenity, but God told him that humans cannot
live leisurely in this world, or even in the next.

He also discusses other views, such as that practices in the USA are
inconsistent and that sometimes people must retire. Still, Supreme Court
Justices and government officials have no retirement age, and there are

some curious historical events.
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The concept of retirement, for example, where a government pays
citizens who leave work because of old age or sickness, is modern. The
German statesman Otto von Bismarck, who unified Germany (1815—
1898), instituted the system in 1879. He gave the money only to people
over seventy, despite the average age of death being under forty. Why?

Similarly, when US President Roosevelt introduced the Social
Security system in 1935 to pay workers upon reaching age 65, the
average age of death in the USA was 59. What was he thinking?

Aside from the unusual cases of Bismarck and Roosevelt, it appears
that there is no universal rule about retirement; ideas about it change, but
generally speaking, although not always, there is no mandatory
retirement requirement in Judaism—just the opposite.

In short, Rabbi Amsel’s book is excellent. It teaches values, informs

readers of new information, and entertains them.
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Chapter Fourteen
Discrimination in Israel

It is hard to believe, but unfortunately, discrimination in Israel exists.
Although many Israeli Jews accept Black Ethiopian Jews as they accept
white Jews, there are Israelis who discriminate against them, including
government officials and religious leaders. The Babylonian Talmud,
Yoma 9a, states that the destruction of the Second Temple occurred in
the year 70 due to sinat chinam (baseless hatred). The Talmud explains
that despite Jews observing Torah laws and charity, the Second Temple
was destroyed, and people were killed due to “hatred without cause.” If
the Jews had worked together in the year 70, they could have resolved
their issues with the Romans. When will we learn?

In We Are Black Jews: Ethiopian Jewry and the Journey to Equality
in Israel, Roni Fantanesh Malkai provides eye-opening, need-to-know
information about the history and challenges faced by Ethiopian Jews.
People should read it and encourage others to treat others as they want
to be treated themselves.

Malkai is a lawyer, activist, entrepreneur, and journalist who
promotes equality and works to reduce inequality. As a little girl, she
immigrated to Israel, walking hundreds of miles from Ethiopia to her
historical homeland despite many hardships. She has a master’s degree
with honors from Hebrew University and managed the Spokesperson’s
Department in Israel’s Ministry of Welfare for about a decade.

Malkai recounts the legends about Ethiopian Jewry’s origins, which

date back about 3,000 years, including their identity, leaders, and
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observances. We read the letter sent in 1845 from Ethiopia to the Jewish
Diaspora in Europe. It is the first written contact the Ethiopians had with
other Jews. The letter is filled with yearning to return to their ancestral
home, Israel.

The first documented arrival of Ethiopian Jews was only a father and
son in 1855. Later, the larger attempt of Ethiopian Jews to reach the Holy
Land occurred in 1862. As many as a fifth of those who journeyed the
walk of hundreds of miles died of hunger and disease. However, this did
not stop others from trying to return home. From the 1950s to the 1970s,
there were sporadic secret immigrations in contravention of the Israeli
government's position. It was not until 1979 that the first authorized
Israeli government operations began. Tens of thousands of immigrants
came home.

However, upon arrival, many suffered discrimination and foul
treatment that continues today. Even though Ethiopian Jews were
regarded by Jewish scholars as early as the nineteenth century as full-
fledged Jews, many in Israel felt they were not Jews and did not belong.

The following are some of the many discriminatory acts described in
this book.

One example was the high dropout rate of students of Ethiopian
descent from schools.

In the mid-2010s, the enlistment rate among Ethiopian Israelis in the
military, both men and women, was 86 percent, 90 percent of the men.
This was far higher than the average enlistment rate among all Israelis,

which was around 70 percent. However, there are only a few dozen
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Ethiopian officers in the Israeli military, most of whom are not in the
highest ranks.

There have been instances of blood donated by Ethiopians being
tossed into the toilet after the donors left the hospital.

Once, as a test, two applications were sent to large firms. Each
contained identical information, except for the applicant’s name. One
had an Israeli name; the other, an Ethiopian name. The former was
accepted; the latter was rejected.

Some rabbis refused to conduct a marital ceremony for even
rabbinically converted Ethiopians. The office of the Chief Rabbinate
refused to recognize the Kesim as spiritual leaders despite the Kesim
having this function for centuries.

Some stores prohibit Ethiopian Jews from touching wine bottles
because they were convinced that touching makes the wine non-kosher.

As in the USA, the Black Ethiopians are “over-policed,” that is, they
are investigated by police officers when the same officers would not have

done so with white individuals.

My thoughts
Of course, discrimination is not limited to Israel and America. It is
worldwide.

Discrimination is a subdivision of an inferiority complex.
Individuals, without realizing it, feel inadequate about themselves or
about things in themselves. They feel somewhat relieved when they can
identify and vigorously attack what they see as inferior in another person

or group. There presumably is no way to cure people of this problem.
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The current thinking is to stop it by punishing the offenders. This is
similar to punishing people for other crimes. It involves incarcerating the
offender, removing their privileges, or confiscating their money.
Hopefully, it will stop many from wanting these punishments.

However, it will not stop everyone. We are aware of numerous

convicts who, upon release from prison, resume their prior evil deeds.
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Chapter Fifteen
“Sin” Is a Terrible Translation

The concept of “sin” is an incorrect translation from the Hebrew. A
chatot sacrifice should not have been translated “a sin offering,” but
“an offering for misbehaving.” Christians developed the term to
enhance their agenda. It makes no sense. Jews and others adopted it, and
it was even placed in the English translation of the Torah by Jews who
did not know that what they did was wrong. It transformed the world into
a business in which clerics were treated as money-seekers. Moreover,
worst of all, it made people emotionally ill.

When people turn on their radios and TVs and attend houses of God,
many hear the pastor say Jesus died for their sins, suggesting that sins
ceased to exist with his death. Nevertheless, these men and women of
God go on to say we are all sinners, as if the first statement is untrue.
Then they urge congregants to donate money.

The congregants are told that sin developed in the Garden of Eden.
This is called “original sin.” Adam and Eve were struck not by a rash,
stomach cramp, or diarrhea, but by sin because they touched a tree when
they were told not to touch or eat its fruit, which was also prohibited.

The concept of original sin is not even hinted at in the Hebrew Bible
or the New Testament. It was invented three centuries after the onset of
Christianity by Saint Augustine of Hippo (354-430). Augustine initially
found the Bible crude and unsophisticated. He was convinced that the
Bible was a stumbling block to wisdom and initially refused to believe

something so crude could be divinely inspired.
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In 386, he converted to Christianity in his thirties. Although his name
means “increase,” he developed the theory of original sin, which is a
stumbling block to increasing world peace and individual satisfaction
with life. According to Augustine, original sin explains genocide, war,
cruelty, exploitation, and abuse by individuals and countries throughout
human history.

This sin is described as a contagious plague. It ruined the lives of
Adam and Eve in many ways and infected their children, who caused
their descendants to also suffer from the plague.

God did not protect Jews from this plague. He gave humanity free
choice, freedom from divine interference, but we misused the gift.

The plague is undiagnosable, and no doctor can cure it—yet we are
told that the solution is to place money into the “right hands.”

The clerics described the plague as the most atrocious disease in the
world, in words that caused their flock emotional harm and worry. They
suggested that the plague (of sin) harms them on earth and in the
hereafter. The clerics forgot that congregants came to houses of God to
improve their lives and society, not to be infected by disease.

Clerics ruin their lives and make them as ugly emotionally as the

portrait in Oscar Wilde’s 1890 story, “The Picture of Dorian Gray.”

A rational approach

A rational approach to sin avoids the obsessional, destructive sense of
guilt, its tormenting uneasiness, and its promise of punishment. Instead,
it shows people a positive attitude and direction toward a constructive

future.
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Surprisingly, as it may sound, there is no concept of “sin” in the
Hebrew Bible. The word chet, which is used for “sin,” means “to miss
the mark.” When people commit a chet, they attempt to reach a particular
objective or goal and fail to attain it. It is like a person shooting an arrow
at a target. After releasing the shaft, he sees that the arrow missed the
target. This “missing the mark™ metaphor suggests a failure to fulfill a
goal, especially a goal related to divine commands and proper conduct.

While chet is the most common word for misbehavior, two other
Hebrew words are avon and pesha. The first refers to an act of perversion
or distortion, the second to a willful transgression or rebellion.

All three are human failings, not a plague from the time of Adam and
Eve, and each can be remedied.

What do people with goals and who “missed the mark™ do? They do
not sheepishly leave the tournament, psychologically devastated, with a
feeling of guilt. They do not create a series of ceremonies to “atone” for
the unsuccessful shot. Instead, they begin to consider why they had the
disappointing result and what they can do to hit the target on their next
shot.

Rational people examine their actions when it is reasonable to do so
and analyze them to determine whether they have attained their goals.
When they find that they “missed the mark,” they question why, devise
a plan for the future, and ensure that when they do this act again, they do

it right.
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Chapter Sixteen
Jealousy: The Worst Misbehavior

Rabbi Dr. Nachum Amsel defines jealousy in his 2025 book, Jewish
Values in the Torah Portion, as “feeling resentment against someone
because of their success or advantages.” He cites Jewish sources that
stress how bad it is, and those that say it can be used positively.

In his Even Shlomo, Rabbi Elijah Kremer, known as the Vilna Gaon
(1720-1787), states that coveting what another person possesses is so
severe that every other misbehavior that Judaism forbids is derived from
the Decalogue command, “You must not covet.”

While the Decalogue in Exodus 20:14 states lo tachmod, “do not
covet,” which speaks of taking, Deuteronomy 5:18 adds /o titaveh,
which, according to some commentators, prohibits people even from
thinking about wanting what another person possesses.

Those who understand that the command involves thinking say that
people need to train themselves to be satistied with what they have and
to realize that they do not need to obtain something belonging to another.
They add that people who are jealous of others lose their joy and
satisfaction in what they have acquired, but those who are satisfied are
happy and live longer.

However, although it is the worst behavior, it can be the best.

When individuals recognize their jealousy and use it to build
themselves up rather than directing negative feelings against another
person, the emotion can be positive.

Intellectual jealousy, for example, can lead to greater wisdom.
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Midrash Psalms 37a states that the world would have fallen apart if
people did not use jealousy of another’s achievements as motivation to
accomplish more. Fewer people would have been motivated to build

houses, marry, and achieve much.
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Chapter Seventeen

Using Magic to Get Rid of Mistaken Acts

The Hebrew term kapparot means “atonement” and “make void.” It
denotes an offering or ceremony tendered to gain forgiveness for past
misdeeds. Many Jews currently practice the kapparot ceremony on the
eve of Yom Kippur. A fowl is waved counterclockwise around the head
of men and women, and words are recited requesting that the person’s
improper acts be transferred to the fowl. “This is my exchange, my
substitute, my atonement. This rooster shall go to its death, but I shall go
to good, long life, and peace.” The rite concludes with the slaughtering
of the fowl. Many Jews toss the chicken into the trash, others eat it, and
still others give it to the poor. Some Jews who want to continue the magic
their ancestors did, but without mistreating a chicken, wave money,
which they give to charity after the ceremony is completed.

Rationally-minded Jews identify the kapparot ceremony as
superstition—as if waiving a chicken or money over one’s head several
times would magically erase all past misdeeds. This is probably why
Maimonides did not mention kapparot in his Mishneh Torah, his code of
Jewish law. He explained that magic does not erase bad behavior. The
only way to do so is to change behavior; people need to recognize the
wrongs they have committed, resolve not to repeat them, and develop
habits that ensure they will not commit those acts again.

Many legends were developed by Jews who were convinced that
kapparot works. Ted William Gross retold one such story in his book
Kapparot. It is moving and insightful.
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Israel ben Eliezer was known as the “Baal Shem Tov,” meaning
“Master of the Good Name,” due to his pious and holy nature. He was
the first of many Jews now known as Hassidim and had many disciples.
One of them was a ritual slaughterer, Reb Shmuel. Reb Shmuel visited
Baal Shem Tov’s town every year before Yom Kippur. He would help
slaughter the fowl used by the Jews of the city for kapparot.

One year, he strongly desired to see how the holy man, the Baal Shem
Tov, performed the kapparot ceremony. He went to the Master and
pleaded to be allowed to observe him perform this ritual. The Baal Shem
Tov refused. He said, “You do not understand. I do what many Jews do,
but it is just the beginning of the process of repentance.”

Reb Shmuel felt rejected. He returned to the inn where he was
lodging and saw the Baal Shem Tov’s carriage at the front door. The
coachman approached him and said, “The Baal Shem Tov requested that
you enter the carriage.” He did so and was taken for a long ride to a
distant inn run by a Jew.

It was late. He asked for a bed for the night, which was given to him
on the condition that he promise to remain in his room the entire night
and not come out. Reb Shmuel agreed.

Around midnight, he heard the innkeeper call to his wife, “Bella,
please bring me the pinkas, my notebook.” Reb Shmuel was surprised.
He opened his door slightly and saw the innkeeper dressed in the
traditional Yom Kippur white kittel. The tradition was to wear white to

symbolize the desire to wash away all misdeeds.
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The innkeeper was holding the pinkas. He looked toward heaven and
began to read about all his misbehaviors during the year. More than an
hour passed, and he cried during his reading.

Then he called again: “Bella, please bring me the other pinkas.” The
innkeeper turned again heavenward and cried: “Dear Lord, I listed all the
misdeeds I committed. Now I want to list all the misfortunes you
inflicted upon me this past year. You promised to forgive me if I
repented, which 1 did. However, you inflicted me with many
misfortunes.”

With tears flowing, he read the list.

Then he said, “Both of us have done wrong. Let us call it even. Let
us both act this coming year properly.”

When Reb Shmuel returned to Baal Shem Tov, the latter said, “Now

you have seen kapparot.”
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Chapter Eighteen
The Origin of the Jewish Wedding Ceremony

Jewish wedding ceremonies are filled with symbolism. The fundamental
elements of a wedding are the chuppah (the wedding canopy), the
groom's statement to his bride, in which he declares his intention to take
her as his wife, and her acceptance of him. The rabbi does not create the
marriage. Rabbis only ensure that everything is done correctly. The use
of a rabbi, the ketubah (marriage contract), the ring ceremony, the
breaking of the glass, the bride walking around the groom, and other
things were not present in the days of Moses.

Deuteronomy 22:13 describes how marriages were done in the days
of Moses and for some time thereafter. It was an act performed by a man,
not by a woman. He would ask her to marry him, and her role was to
accept the marriage and allow him to have sex with her. The verse states,
“If a man takes a wife and has sex with her, but (later, after these acts of

marriage, he dislikes her, the verses go on to speak about divorce).”

The Chuppah

Chuppah means “canopy” or “covering.” It is the wedding canopy under
which the bride and groom stand during a Jewish wedding ceremony.'
The chuppah is symbolic of a room where the bride and groom go to
have sex. It is one of two such symbolic events. The other is called

yichud. After the wedding ceremony, the couple goes into a room for a

10 A yarmulka is called a kippah, from the same root, because it covers the head.
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sufficient time to have sex. This, as well as the chuppah, recalls the
ancient practice that marriages were consummated with sex.

The word “chuppah” appears in the Torah in Joel 2:16 (“Gather the
people. Consecrate the congregation; assemble the elders; gather the
children, even nursing infants. Let the bridegroom leave his room, and
the bride her chamber.”) and Psalms 19:5 (“It is like a bridegroom
coming out of his chamber.”)

These verses, which mention a ‘“chamber,” refer to a private
enclosure or chamber, often associated with the bridal chamber, or the
groom’s home, where the couple would consummate their marriage. The
current notion that the chuppah is a symbol of the new home developed
later during the Middle Ages. Similarly, the understanding that it
signifies the couple’s commitment to creating a shared life, represents
God’s presence and blessing over their union, and that the open sides of
the chuppah—reminiscent of Abraham and Sarah’s tent—emphasize
hospitality and a welcome to all were all developed long after the

chuppah was first used.

Why did the rabbis stop the ancient practice of consummating the
marriage?

The Talmud Kiddushin 2a states that marriages are performed in one of
three ways: the male giving money or something worth money to his
intended, handing her a contract, or having sex. The rabbis added the
first two and discouraged the third because they felt it was indecent,
mainly because they felt there should be witnesses to the marriage who
might be necessary in the future to prove the marriage occurred, and

witnesses to sex are unseemly.

76



A ring soon became the object used to initiate the marriage because
it has at least some monetary value. The earliest surviving evidence of
rings used in marriage dates to ancient Egypt. Egyptians made rings from
woven reeds or leather. They considered the rings' never-ending
roundness symbols of strength and the permanence of love, eternal. The
Romans and Jews later adopted this practice, and it is a universal custom
today.

The rabbis mandated that diamonds and other jewels should not be
in the ring during the wedding ceremony to avoid any possible post-
ceremony strife, in case there was deception or misunderstanding

regarding the ring’s worth. Diamonds can be added after the ceremony.

Breaking Glass
Stomping or breaking a glass at a Jewish wedding is another symbolic
act. The rabbis instructed us to recall the destruction of the Temple as
often as possible, especially during times of joy and celebration. The
wedding, being for most couples a time of supreme happiness, gave rise
to the custom of recalling the destruction at this time.

Other meanings were later assigned, such as the importance of
remembering historical struggles and the impermanence of things, the
fragility of human relationships, urging the couple to cherish and protect

their bond, and recognizing that one misstep in a marriage can destroy it.

The bride circling the groom

In the Ashkenazi tradition, the bride circles her groom either three or
seven times under the chuppah. I recall that my mother’s brother, the
brilliant scholar Rabbi Dr. Sydney B. Hoenig, author of the classic book,
The Great Sanhedrin: A Study of the Origin, Development, Composition
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and Functions of the Bet Din Ha-Gadol During the Second Jewish
Commonwealth, suggested it was a way the Ashkenazic Jews gave
women a part in the wedding service. She acquired the groom as her
husband, just as the patriarch Abraham acquired the land of Israel for
himself and his descendants.

The idea of walking the land to acquire it originates from Genesis
13:17, where God tells Abraham (then Abram), “Arise, walk through the
land, to its length and its breadth, for I will give it to you.” The Talmud
discusses this verse, specifically in Tractate Bava Batra 100a. Rabbi
Eliezer states there that Abraham’s walk was a symbolic act of kinyan
(acquisition), through which he took possession of the land for himself
and his descendants.

Some people believe this practice arose to create a protective magical
wall against demons, temptation, and the seduction of other women.
Others think the bride is symbolically creating a new family circle,
whatever that may mean.

The numbers seven and three were likely chosen for this event
because seven is a popular number in Judaism, appearing in over 100
practices. The number recalls God’s creation of the world, and
symbolizes a complete act. Three is considered half of seven and is also
frequently used in both Judaism and fairy tales. It also recalls Abraham’s
three-day trip to sacrifice his son Isaac in Genesis 22, a journey similar

to the marriage walk, and a significant act, just as marriage is significant.
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Chaplaincy, with the rank of Brigadier General. He was the first Jewish person
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for the free exercise of the rights of all military personnel and requiring them

to provide for the needs of people of all faiths and atheists. General Drazin
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completed this four-year tour of duty with honors in March 1988, marking the

culmination of 31 years of military service.

Attorney: Israel Drazin graduated from law school in 1974 and immediately
began a private practice. He handled virtually all suits, including domestic,
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and formed offices in Columbia and Dundalk, Maryland. After 23 years, Dr.
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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
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Foundation. This charitable organization provided funding to support Jewish
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