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Introduction 

The goal of the five-book series “Questioning the Bible” is to prompt 

readers to focus more on the Five Books of Moses and to raise questions 

about what they read. The book introduces readers to new, engaging, and 

thought-provoking interpretations of the Bible. Hopefully, this will 

prompt them to question these perspectives, and such questioning will 

lead to a deeper understanding of the Bible’s value and lessons, which 

may ultimately improve their lives. It does so not only by trying to 

understand the Bible itself better but also by considering the ideas of 

many of its commentators, whether secular, religious, Jewish, or non-

Jewish. It challenges readers to decide whether to accept or reject what 

the commentators contend the Torah is saying. Are their ideas rational? 

For example, in the fourth book of the series, the first half examines 

the views of the brilliant scholar Arnold Ehrlich on each of the weekly 

biblical portions in the book of Numbers. Ehrlich was a genius who knew 

over a dozen-and-a-half languages and had total recall. The book agreed 

with most of his views, but not all. Readers were challenged to agree, not 

agree, or even develop their own opinion. The second half did the same 

for other topics. 

This final volume does this for the book of Deuteronomy by focusing 

on the views of Professor David Weiss Halivni. Halivni, considered 

unusually bright, was ordained as a rabbi at the early age of 15. Later, he 

moved to Israel, where I met him on several occasions and had 

conversations with him. While I did not always agree with him, his books 
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are interesting. The State of Israel awarded him a prize for his 

contribution to Jewish studies.
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Chapter One 

David Weiss Halivni 

Rabbi Professor David Weiss Halivni, born on September 27, 1927, and 

died on June 28, 2022, at the age of 94, was born in what is today known 

as Ukraine. His parents separated when he was four years old, and he 

grew up with his maternal grandfather, Isaiah Weiss, a Hasidic rabbi in 

Romania who began teaching him at age five. He was considered very 

smart and received his rabbinic ordination at the early age of 15. The 

name Weiss means “white” in German. Weiss later began using the 

Hebrew word “Halivni” for “white” alongside his original name. 

German troops arrived in his town in March 1944 when Weiss was 

age 16 and deported the town’s Jewish population to concentration 

camps. His entire family was murdered by the Nazis, leaving him as its 

sole survivor. 

When he was liberated and came to the United States, he was 

introduced to Rabbi Saul Lieberman of the Jewish Theological Seminary 

of America, who recognized his mental skills. He studied with this 

Conservative Jewish leader for many years at the Jewish Theological 

Seminary (JTS), and subsequently secured his doctorate in Talmud at 

JTS. 

Weiss served as a Professor of Talmud at the Jewish Theological 

Seminary of America for many years, resigning in 1983. He later served 

as a professor of Talmud at Columbia University until 2005, when he 
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moved to Israel. He taught at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and 

Bar-Ilan University until his death. 

Halivni made two significant contributions to Jewish thought, both 

controversial and not universally accepted by scholars—one concerns 

the Talmud, the other the Torah. I will briefly mention his “source-

critical approach” to the Talmud here, and discuss the second in later 

examples. 

His “source-critical approach” to Talmud study radically alters how 

the Talmud is understood. Many Orthodox Jews who read the Talmud 

reject his innovation. They insist that the Talmud is a single, unified 

document. In his book Mekorot u-Mesorot, Halivni sees it as a multi-

layered work with parts of it added to the original text by later writers. 

Significantly, although readers may reject Halivni’s two significant 

contributions and some of his other ideas as clever but not correct or even 

rational, they can still learn much by thinking about what he says, and 

thereby improve themselves and help improve the world. The same can 

be said about the recent book, Revelation Restored, which contains his 

thoughts on the Torah. 

In 2025, Halivni’s student, Rabbi Ronald D. Price, published a 426-

page book called Divrei Halev, “words from the Heart,” Halev probably 

being a play on the name Halivni, making the title mean the “Words of 

Halivni.” Price wrote and edited the book with Halivni, and gives his 

teacher’s views on the 54 weekly biblical portions in the book. Each idea 

is stated briefly, often in only a page or two, with several discussions for 

each portion. For example, there are three for the first portion of 
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Devarim. I will discuss one of them, which exemplifies Halivni’s writing 

style. 

In the first discussion of Devarim, he notes that the fifth book of 

Moses, called Devarim—after its first significant word—is also known 

as Mishneh Torah, which means a “Second Torah.” (Because Rabbi 

Price prefers to describe Halivni’s ideas briefly, he does not mention that 

the book is also called “Deuteronomy,” which is the Greek name given 

to Devarim when the book was translated into Greek; it means the same 

as Mishneh Torah.) 

Rather than following this information with a rational explanation, 

Halivni tells us a Midrash. Midrash is a Hebrew term for sermons 

invented by rabbis, which are untrue parables not even hinted at in the 

Torah. These sermons were used to teach congregants moral and 

religious lessons that the rabbis wanted to emphasize. Christian and 

Muslim clerics do the same with their books. 

Halivni relates the Midrash contained in the Talmud, which states 

that the Israelites heard the first two commands of the Decalogue directly 

from God. (He, like most people, calls the Decalogue the “Ten 

Commandments,” even though the Torah uses the words “Ten 

Statements,” the meaning of the Greek word “Decalogue”). In contrast, 

they heard the other commands that God inspired Moses to recite. 

Building on this sermon, Halivni states that calling the fifth book of 

Moses the “Second Torah” is not precise, since everything in the four 

prior books of Moses is like what is in Devarim. Moses said all except 

the first two commands. 
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Halivni concludes his commentary/sermon by stating that while the 

title Mishneh Torah is imprecise, “it is nevertheless instructional ... No 

amount of purely human inspiration can equal Torah, the Source of 

which is God. As we search for guidance in life, the inspiration that will 

carry us through will have as its underpinnings the Torah from God at 

Sinai.” 

This example shows that readers may dislike the use of an untrue 

sermonic Midrash to teach a lesson. However, even if one questions the 

notion that the Israelites heard a voice from God that delivered two 

commands, one can still accept the idea that the Torah contains wisdom 

that can improve their lives. As the professor states, this holds for those 

who think that the Torah was inspired by humans, not God, or fail to see 

the logic of the words “Second Torah,” meaning words that came from 

Moses and not directly from God, and disagree that the entire Torah was 

not revealed at Sinai. 
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Chapter Two 

Did God Write the Torah? 

Were the five books of Moses revealed to the Israelites by God during 

the Israelite sojourn in the Sinai desert for forty years? Is the text of these 

five books that we have today the same as the one that was revealed by 

God, or, if not revealed, the same as the one that existed in ancient times? 

Were the biblical passages garbled over time? These questions, and 

many more like them, have troubled people since antiquity. Even the 

rabbis who wrote the Talmuds recognized that there are many seeming 

difficulties in the Bible. 

For example, the first chapter of Genesis appears to state that God 

created a man and a woman simultaneously. In contrast, the second 

chapter indicates that the woman was made later, from the man’s side. 

The book of Exodus presents one version of the Ten Commandments, 

while the book of Deuteronomy has the same commands, but with 

different wording and spelling. The book of Genesis recounts two tales 

of Abraham leaving Canaan and deceiving the residents of the places he 

visited by claiming his wife Sarah was his sister, thereby saving himself 

from being killed. His plan backfires both times. Didn’t he learn from 

the first incident? If so, why repeat his mistake? Then the story is 

repeated with his son, Isaac. Was there originally only one story?1 

The talmudic rabbis offered solutions. For example, they explain that 

the first chapter of Genesis is a general statement that God created a man 

                                                                 

1  Perhaps it did recur three times. Possibly, there is a lesson here: people, even the brilliant 
ones, do not seem to learn from past mistakes. 
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and a woman, while the second chapter provides the details that the 

creation occurred in two stages. 

This is the biblical style, as when it states that Noah brought two of 

every kind of animal into his ark, and later explains that he brought more 

of certain animals. They say that the Exodus version of the Ten 

Commandments is the divine revelation. In contrast, the version in 

Deuteronomy is Moses’s explanation of the original with additions and 

changes made to emphasize specific points. 

These explanations did not satisfy everyone. By the eighteenth 

century, “biblical criticism” became widespread, a multitude of biblical 

difficulties were noted, and the “documentary hypothesis” was 

developed. It dismissed the idea of a divine revelation out of hand. It 

contended that the five books of Moses are a collection of disparate 

documents that the biblical Ezra probably compiled in the fifth or fourth 

century BCE. 

The scholars suggest that Ezra and his cohorts collected a large 

assortment of diverse fragments that had been considered essential or 

holy by Jews in the past. They stitched the documents together with little 

or no editing; for who would dare change a sacred document? Since the 

writings came from different sources with dissimilar versions of ancient 

tales, and since Ezra felt he could make few, or no alterations or 

corrections, scholars contend that the text he assembled retained these 

differences, discrepancies, and other difficulties. 

Professor Halivni developed his original idea on this subject in his 

book Revelation Restored, which was the 1997 winner of the National 

Jewish Book Award for Scholarship. 
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Halivni insisted on the correctness of the traditional view that God 

interfered with natural law some three thousand years ago and revealed 

the Torah, the five books of Moses, to the Israelites after they escaped 

Egyptian bondage. This Torah, Halivni states, was perfect. God revealed 

it because he wanted to give humanity a gift of perfect knowledge that 

would teach them how to behave.2 

Halivni wrote that a problem arose following the revelation: God 

stopped interfering with the laws of nature He created and ceased to 

involve Himself in human affairs. He gave humanity the perfect Torah 

to help them, but, being human, they ignored it, and it fell into disuse. 

Fragments remained here and there, but no one guarded the divine 

treasure. Along with the ancient pieces were ancient human versions of 

the lost and disused Torah, frequently distorted memories of what people 

thought the Torah had said. Some recalled that God told Noah to save a 

pair of each animal, others that it was seven of each. As a result, both 

versions are in Genesis. 

In short, Halivni maintained the traditional belief in divine revelation 

while agreeing with biblical criticism that Ezra compiled fragments and 

constructed the Torah we have today. 

                                                                 

2  This traditional view that God revealed the Torah to the Israelites at Mount Sinai, along with 
the Decalogue, is not stated in the Torah. It only mentions the Decalogue, (the Greek word) 
which most people call The Ten Commandments, despite the Torah calling it Ten 
Statements, and despite it having more than ten commands. Additionally, the travels and 
events of the Israelites that followed the Decalogue revelation are in the Torah, showing that 
the Torah would not have included them if it were revealed at Sinai. 
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However, there is a problem with his idea. Why would the all-

knowing deity bother to reveal a Torah when he knows that humans will 

corrupt it? 

I do not accept Halivni’s idea, and I told him so. He gave me no 

solution to the problem. He may be more intelligent than I am, but I am 

not as sure as he is that God dictated a perfect Torah. I want to believe 

this is true, but I recognize that, despite my inclination, the Torah may 

be a human document. What I am sure of is that the Torah is sacred 

because, regardless of its source, it contains wisdom that teaches all 

people how to behave. This is provided that they recognize that it was 

written for primitive people with laws such as slavery and sacrifices, 

along with multiple hints on how to identify what is more rational and 

proper, which the rabbis later recognized and taught us. 

Regarding the problem I raised, assuming God gave us a perfect 

Torah and assuming God is all-knowing, why did He give the Israelites 

a perfect Torah when He knew they would ruin it? 

I am convinced, based on Exodus 33:18-23, where God tells Moses 

that humans can know nothing about God, but can gain some knowledge 

of God by seeing what God created or formed, that we cannot be certain 

that God is all-knowing, or even that God knows us. I want to think so, 

but I cannot prove it. 

I also agree with the Greek philosopher Plato (427-347 BCE), who 

argued that humans are incapable of knowing anything fully. In Plato’s 

Apology, Socrates says that his friend Chaerephon asked the Oracle of 

Delphi if anyone was wiser than him. The Oracle answered that no one 

was smarter than Socrates. Socrates understood that he was the wisest 
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human because he realized he did not fully know anything, while others 

were sure they possessed knowledge. 

Leaving this aside, how would we answer the problem I presented to 

Halivni? 

I suggest that God does not want humans to be puppets, creatures 

who are unable to make decisions and act on them. God created humans 

with intelligence and free will. God does not want to control people. God 

wants humans to use their intelligence and free will to better themselves 

and the world. 

Even if the Torah was perfect and sometimes distorted—which I 

cannot prove—its wisdom is still evident, as I said previously. We should 

learn from it and incorporate its lessons into our lives to improve 

ourselves and the world. 
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Chapter Three 

Acting Beyond the Legal Requirement. 

The second weekly biblical portion from Deuteronomy is Va’etchanan. 

In 4:2, it contains the command, “You must not add to the word which I 

command you, nor diminish from it.” Rabbi Ronald D. Price offers 

examples in his book Divrei Halev that his teacher, Professor Halivni, 

quotes from the Talmud. He notes that most of the examples the Talmud 

provides address adding to behaviors that the Torah does not mandate, 

and far fewer concern subtracting from the laws. 

Examples of acts that the Talmud (Rosh Hashanah 28b) lists as 

adding to the Torah include fasting on Yom Kippur for two days rather 

than one, and adding a blessing to what the Torah states a kohen (priest) 

should recite. 

Rabbi Price explains that the reason might be that breaching the law 

is such a blatant transgression that many examples are unnecessary. This 

makes sense. 

There is a more difficult question where the answer also makes sense. 

There is a rabbinical concept known as lifnim mi’shurat hadin, which 

means acting beyond the requirements of the law. Why is the lifnim 

concept considered commendable when the Torah states, “do not add to 

the word which I command you?” 

A person who adds a requirement to the law is, in effect, saying to 

the community I know better than God how to be a perfect human being. 

God said it would be a single day, and I say two days; I am correct while 

God is wrong. 
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With lifnim, people are not saying God is wrong, nor saying what 

they are doing must be done by everyone. They are saying, we will go 

beyond what the law demands. We are being stricter than the law, but 

only for our own sake. 

The Jerusalem Talmud3 states that the ancient Pharisee scholar 

Shimon ben Shetach (140-60 BCE) lived such a life. Once, he sent his 

disciples to buy him a saddle. They returned overjoyed. They found a 

pearl in the saddle. They praised their teacher as being blessed by God 

because, under a strict legal reading, the seller, having completed the 

sale, had sold him both the saddle and its contents. 

However, they failed to grasp his teachings. Shimon ben Shetach 

instructed his students to go beyond the law’s basics whenever possible, 

thereby returning the pearl. 

When the seller retrieved the jewel, he understood the teaching and 

exclaimed: “Blessed is the God of Shimon ben Shetach!” 

The same story happened to my wife of 65 years, Dina Drazin. Years 

ago, we heard that a man with fine tastes had passed away, and his 

children were offering his newly decorated house, complete with new 

furniture and paintings, for sale. We made an offer for the home and 

everything in it. Our offer was accepted. 

When we moved into the dwelling, Dina found a precious jewel in 

one of the drawers. Without consulting me —as there was no need to do 

so—she called the children, told them what she had found, and said she 

wanted to return it. The children replied that, according to our contract, 

                                                                 

3  Baba Metzia 2:5, 8c. 
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the jewel belongs to us. Dina answered that while this is true, she would 

feel better if they took the jewel, because if they had known it existed, 

they would have wanted it. They accepted the return of the jewel, and 

both parties were satisfied. 
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Chapter Four 

The Importance of Habits 

In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle (384-322 BCE) taught that virtue 

is not determined by something present in an individual from birth but is 

developed through repeated actions and habits. He said, “We are what 

we repeatedly do. Proper behavior is the result of habits.” By 

consistently practicing virtuous behaviors, people can develop a virtuous 

character. Aristotle’s teachings are found in the second biblical portion 

of Deuteronomy, Ekev, which Maimonides and others accepted. 

Ghandi wrote, “Your actions become your habits, your habits 

become your values, your values become your destiny.” General Colin 

Powell said, “If you are going to achieve excellence in big things, you 

develop the habit in little matters.” Brené Brown agreed, “You get 

courage by courageous acts. It’s like you learn to swim by swimming.” 

Charles J. Givens did as well: “Achieve success in any area of life by 

identifying the optimum strategies and repeating them until they become 

habits.” 

The lesson is contained in Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) 4:2, 

“Rush to a light mitzvah (command) as to a strict one and flee from 

transgression. For mitzvah leads to mitzvah, and transgression leads to 

transgression.” 

Maimonides discussed the value of habits in many places, especially 

in his Shemoneh Perakim, chapter 4; his Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Deot, 

chapter 2; and his commentary to Pirke Avot 4:4, where, in essence, he 
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states that a person acquires proper character by developing habits 

according to the Golden Mean. 

The biblical portion Ekev begins in Deuteronomy 7:12, saying, “The 

Lord your God will protect you with the covenant and mercy that He 

swore to your fathers because you obey these laws and do them.” 

Rabbi Ronald D. Price writes again that his teacher, Professor 

Halivni, wrote that the Torah’s Hebrew word ekev, meaning “because,” 

suggests that observing simple commandments leads to the even more 

difficult and more significant mitzvot, which in turn lead to a good life. 

Price tells an anecdote dramatizing this lesson. 

“An individual came before a rabbi and took great pride in 

announcing that he successfully performed the mitzvah of pidyon 

shevurim (ransoming captives). This is a life-saving mitzvah and is 

considered among the most important and praiseworthy. The rabbi 

responded, ‘Please tell me what mitzvah you performed that made you 

worthy to fulfill pidyon shevurim.’” 

The rabbi understood that habits lead to similar, and even better, 

behaviors. 

Many cultures and religions, including Judaism, have developed the 

practice of starting each new year with resolutions to improve. In 

Judaism, this is done during the Aseret Yemei Teshuvah, the “Ten Days 

of Repentance.” Repentance means changing behaviors.   

During the prayers read during these days, are the words, “The three 

things that avert the evil decree (that God sentences people for their 

improper acts) are repentance (teshuvah), prayer (tefillah), and charity 

(tzedakah).” 
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Maimonides, in his teachings on repentance, emphasizes that these 

three things are meant only to remind people of the need to change, not 

to effect the change. Beliefs, emotions, prayers, or other words or acts 

unrelated to the wrong that was done do not assure future correct conduct 

any more than reciting the magic term “hocus pocus.” It is necessary to 

alter the actual behavior. 

Maimonides outlines three steps one must take to accomplish the 

transformation: (1) recognizing that the improper behavior is wrong and 

correcting it, such as paying for the damage done, (2) stopping the 

behavior and resolving not to repeat it, and (3) developing habits that 

assure that the improper behavior will not be repeated. 

In short, developing proper habits is what the Torah, rabbis, and 

sages of all cultures recognized as essential. 
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Chapter Five 

Free Choice 

Once we understand that God, or, if you prefer to think, nature, is not 

manipulating us, and that we have been given intelligence to make 

decisions, and free choice to act as we want, even if we act contrary to 

God’s will and the laws of nature, we will realize the importance of using 

our intelligence and making correct choices. The recognition that we are 

not puppets and must handle our own lives without divine intervention 

also helps explain why God did not interfere to save the six million Jews 

during the holocaust and does not answer prayers. It explains that the 

many miracles mentioned in the Bible, such as the ten plagues inflicted 

on the Egyptian slave masters, were natural events. Most of all, it 

prompts us to realize that we must take our lives and destiny into our 

own hands if we want to be successful and create a better world. 

Free choice is a power and a responsibility that brings both 

opportunities and consequences, including the creation of who we are 

and who we can be. We need to make decisions in life because we are 

humans, not plants or animals. If we choose not to decide, this is a bad 

choice, and our inaction is inhumane. 

We must be careful when choosing what we want, but we are not free 

from the consequences of our choices. Charles Spurgeon wrote, “Free 

will carried many a soul to hell.” 

Viktor E. Frankl, who suffered in a Nazi concentration camp where 

his wife was killed, highlighted the importance of making a correct 

decision. While in the camp, his decision gave his life meaning, 
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prompting him to act sensibly and save himself. He wrote, “Everything 

can be taken from a man, but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—

to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose 

one’s own way.” 

George Elliot stressed that a proper choice can lead to improvement, 

“The strongest principle of growth lies in human choice.” Denis Waitley 

focused on our responsibility, “There are two primary choices in life; to 

accept conditions as they exist, or accept the responsibility for changing 

them.” The first is passive. It is as ineffective as a husband and a wife 

who spend their days on a couch watching TV. It leaves them practically, 

ethically, and humanely no closer to where they could be. 

Recently, I read a lengthy, four-column op-ed in a newspaper by an 

American university professor that addressed how we know a behavior 

is ethical. He concluded his dissertation by saying, “We know that an act 

is ethical if it feels right.” 

I have never heard anything so absurd! Hitler, thinking of taking 

control of a country that belonged to another nation and sacrificing 

millions to do so, felt that he was doing what was right. Did that make it 

right? 

The fourth weekly biblical portion of Deuteronomy, Re’eh, which 

means “see,” warns us not to think as the university professor taught his 

students, or as he wanted to teach us in his op-ed. In 11:26, the Torah 

states, “See, I set before you this day a blessing and a curse.” In 30:19, it 

states, “I placed before you life and death, blessing and curse, choose 

life, that you can live, you and your offspring.” 
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The Torah warns that God is not involved in manipulating life, but 

that humans were instilled with intelligence to choose the correct path. 

Only intelligent decisions assure a good life. In contrast, a wrong 

decision can ruin both the decision maker's life and that of their 

descendants. An example is deciding not to send one’s children to a 

Jewish school to learn about Judaism, or to stop learning after finishing 

high school. Such choices result in an uncertain future. 

Price informs us that Professor Halivni emphasized this Torah 

teaching: that humans are aware of the existence of two things—

blessings and curses. They are obligated to use their intelligence and then 

make a choice. Intelligent choices enable individuals to live and navigate 

their lives toward pleasant shores, toward Gardens of Eden, toward a 

blessed life. Conversely, relying on feelings, failing to think and choose, 

or making wrong or false choices leads to a stagnation where one just 

waits for death. 
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Chapter Six 

The History of Rabbinical Judaism 

The fifth weekly biblical portion in Deuteronomy is Shoftim, “Judges.” 

The rabbis who were descendants of the ancient Pharisees viewed this 

portion as supporting the Pharisees’ views, rather than those of the 

Sadducees. The ancient Sadducees ceased to exist after the destruction 

of the second temple in 70 CE, and were later followed by the Karaites. 

The first Karaites began in Babylon. The founder was Anan ben 

David (740-795 CE). He and his followers rejected the authority of the 

rabbis and the Talmud. They claimed that the only source of religious 

law is the Bible's literal wording. This is why they are called Karaits, 

derived from the Hebrew word kara, meaning “Scripture.” In contrast, 

mainstream Judaism considered the teachings of the rabbis to be the 

authoritative interpretations of the Torah. There may be as many as 

50,000 Karaite Jews existing today—mostly in Israel—with only about 

1500 in the US.4  

The Karaites were preceded by the Sadducees, a religious and 

political group in Judea, active during the second century BCE to 70 CE, 

associated with the aristocracy and the Temple priesthood. 

The origin of the name Sadducees is unknown. Some scholars 

believe the name was derived from the Hebrew name of the high priest 

Tzadok, who held this position during the reigns of King David and 

Solomon, centuries before the Sadducees were first mentioned. They say 

                                                                 

4  Lidman, Melanie (28 January 2016), “Karaite Jews unanimously re-elect chief rabbi,” The 
Times of Israel. Retrieved 4 November 2018. 
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the later Sadducees saw themselves as the successors to this ancient 

priest and adopted his name, which means “righteous.” 

I do not think this is true, and see no reason why—centuries after this 

ancient high priest lived—people would want to associate themselves 

with him simply because he held his position during a historical period. 

It is more likely that when Jews began to seek modern interpretations of 

the Torah texts, the elite temple priests reacted by calling them Pharisees, 

meaning “separatists” and “reformers.” They called themselves 

“Sadducees,” a term derived from the Hebrew word tzedek, meaning 

“righteous” and “correct,” because these priests continued the ancient 

tradition of a literal Torah and did not follow what the “newcomers” read 

into the text.5  

While the Pharisees were often referred to as “separatists” and 

“reformers,” they did not see themselves in this light. They considered 

themselves fulfilling the Torah’s desire for its laws to grow rationally 

and humanely. The name-calling is similar to what happened during the 

much later Age of Enlightenment, when Jewish reformers called 

traditional Jews “Orthodox.” This was a name that stuck to them, as the 

pseudonym “Pharisee” stuck to the ancients. The word “orthodox” 

means “those who live a life according to beliefs,” while the 

traditionalists, instead, base their lives on the Torah as it dictates “acts.” 

The Torah requires proper acts, not beliefs. “Orthopractic” should have 

been the correct word. 

                                                                 

5  Rashi defines the word tzedek in his commentary to 16:20: “You must follow tzedek: ‘You 
must obey the law.” 
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Candle lighting 

The most striking distinction between the Sadducees and Pharisees was 

their different interpretations of Exodus 35:3, which states, “A fire must 

not burn in your dwellings on the Sabbath day.” The Sadducees 

understood the command prohibiting the existence of fire in homes on 

the Sabbath. They sat at home in the dark during the evening and night 

and in the cold in the fall and winter. Their Sabbath was dark and 

gloomy. The Pharisees understood that the command was not to ignite a 

fire, but if a fire had been lit before the Sabbath began, it could and 

should be enjoyed. The Jewish Shabbat home should be, as Isaac Luria, 

known as Ha’ari (1534-1572), wrote in his poem Yom zeh l’yisrael orah 

v’simcha, “This day is for Israel a day of light and joy.” 

The custom of lighting candles before the Sabbath is not biblical, but 

was first mentioned in the Mishnah, which was composed around 200 

CE. It was most likely innovated a couple of centuries earlier by the 

Pharisees. The practice spread among traditional Jews to ensure homes 

had a light during Shabbat, thereby imbuing the house with spiritual light 

and joy. 

It is customary to light at least two candles before Shabbat begins. In 

all probability, two candles were used rather than just one to enhance the 

light and warmth. However, some people see the two as recalling the two 

Shabbat laws in the two versions of the Decalogue. One candle 

symbolizes the Sabbath mentioned in Exodus 20:8—” remember the 

Sabbath day”—and the other represents the Sabbath in Deuteronomy 

5:12—” observe the Sabbath day.” 
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Basis of the Pharisaic view 

The Pharisees found support for their view that the Torah required Jews 

to refine the Torah rules and make them more rational and humane. They 

saw multiple hints in the Torah advising them to do so. For example, stop 

slavery, sacrifices, warfare, give women the same respect given to men, 

treat non-Jews the same as Jews, and many other rules. These were meant 

to guide people without their going to the extreme of acting like fools 

who find proof for foolishness in every scriptural passage. One hint is 

found in the Torah portion of Shoftim, in Deuteronomy 17:8-11. 

“When there is a judicial matter that is obscure to you where you live, 

whether regarding blood,6 judicial decisions, plagues, or other 

controversies, you must get up and go to the place that the Lord your 

God has chosen and come to the priests, Levites, and judges that exist in 

those days and seek a solution. They will give you the judgment. You 

must do what they tell you.” 

The Pharisees focused on the superfluous words “that exist in those 

days.” Surely, the questioner would not travel to judges who exist in the 

past or the future. They saw that the wording conveys a clear message: 

the judges were concerned with the needs of their day, a time when Torah 

learning was prime, and when the people were no longer primitive and 

had become more rational and humane.7 

                                                                 

6  Rashi quotes the Talmud (Niddah 19), which explains that the issue is how to interpret 
whether a particular blood is considered clean or unclean according to the Torah. He also 
interprets the other items similarly where the individual is seeking a modern ruling. 

7  Maimonides points out in his Guide for the Perplexed 3:32 that the Torah could not require 
the primitive-minded Israelites to observe the humane commands, such as ceasing sacrifices 
and slavery because they would have thought the law was absurd and rejected it. Therefore, 
the Torah restricted sacrifices and slavery as much as possible, suggesting that humans must 
continually improve the treatment of animals and fellow humans. 
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One can see a summary of the prior history in a comment Professor 

Halivni made on the verse in the Shoftim portion. He notes “that there is 

no mention here of following God—only the decision of the shofet 

(judge) or kohen. The Torah is aware that it will be interpreted by human 

beings as questions and situations arise. Yet a free-for-all in 

interpretation would result in no Torah at all. Thus, God chooses the 

place where the shofet or kohen will sit. Still, the process of interpretation 

and ruling is left in their hands ... From these verses comes a system that 

unifies the legal interpretation of the Torah that is necessary to its 

continuity.” 
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Chapter Seven 

Commands that Prolong Life 

Both the command to be sensitive to a mother bird in the sixth of the 

eleven weekly biblical portions, Ki Tetzei, in Deuteronomy 22:6-7, and 

the command to honor parents in the Decalogue in Deuteronomy 5:16 

and Exodus 20:12 promise a prolonged life. Why do these acts merit a 

long life? What is the connection between the two? Professor Halivni 

provides a compelling reason, but I prefer the explanation offered by 

Abraham ibn Ezra (1092-1167). 

Deuteronomy 22:6-7 states that if you chance upon a bird’s nest 

containing young ones, or eggs with the mother sitting near, or on the 

eggs, you must not take the mother with the young. Instead, consider the 

mother’s feelings. Let the mother go and then take the young, “that you 

may prolong your days.” The Decalogue requires us to honor our parents 

“so that your years may be prolonged.” 

Rashi’s grandson, Rashbam (1085-1158), a very open-minded and 

rational Bible commentator who scrutinized the Torah and discovered 

gems of knowledge within, noticed that the two commands were quite 

different. The bird rule is about a chance encounter and is easy to 

perform; all one needs to do is shoo the mother bird away. In contrast, 

honoring parents often involves daily activities and can be challenging. 

He asked why length of days would be granted for an act that is so simple 

as shooing away a mother bird. 

Professor Halivni suggests that we should not focus on difficulty, but 

on “the feeling of goodness in our days that makes them worthwhile.” 
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These behaviors bring awareness of God into the simplest as well as the 

most complicated deeds. “Such a life, no matter how mathematically 

brief, will be full of days that are both long and good.” 

In essence, Professor Halivni sees a spiritual or emotional benefit in 

both practices and understands the idea of prolonging life as a sense of 

living a good life rather than actually living longer. 

His explanation is reasonable, but I prefer Abraham ibn Ezra’s more 

practical interpretation. He understood the Decalogue law literally, 

believing that honoring one’s parents could extend one’s life. When 

children observe how their parents treat their fathers and mothers, they 

learn from their parents’ example how to treat their own parents. As a 

result, youngsters who treat their parents well will live longer. 

While Ibn Ezra did not address the same issue of how people treat 

animals, it is reasonable to assume that children, observing how their 

parents interact with animals and are considerate of their feelings, will 

likely treat their parents with warm consideration. As a result, the 

parents’ lives will be better and longer. 

My friend, the wise scholar Stephen J. Ternyik, read what I wrote 

above and sent me the following comment. 

“As you mentioned, dear Rabbi Israel Drazin, Professor Halivni 

offers an explanation, but I’m intrigued that you prefer the insight of the 

great Abraham ibn Ezra. Ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Torah is indeed 

a treasure trove of wisdom. According to ibn Ezra, the common thread 

between these two commandments is the concept of “imitatio dei”—

imitating God’s ways. 
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“Ibn Ezra suggests that when we show compassion to a mother bird, 

we are, in effect, emulating God’s merciful nature. By sparing the mother 

bird, we demonstrate our capacity for kindness and empathy, reflecting 

the divine attribute of rachamim (mercy). Similarly, when we honor our 

parents, we are mirroring God’s honor for humanity, created in His 

image. By showing respect and care for our parents, we acknowledge the 

divine spark within them and, by extension, within ourselves. 

“In both cases, the act of imitating God’s ways—through compassion 

and honor—merits a prolonged life. This is because, by embracing these 

divine attributes, we cultivate a deeper connection with the divine and 

align ourselves with the natural order of the universe. This harmony, in 

turn, is thought to bring about a longer and more fulfilling life, as we 

become more attuned to the rhythms of creation and the will of our 

Creator.” 
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Chapter Eight 

The Value of Remembering History 

The seventh weekly biblical portion in Deuteronomy, Ki Tavo, teaches 

that knowledge of history helps people grow and gives many other 

benefits, while ignorance of it is detrimental. In Deuteronomy 23:2–5, 

the Torah instructs the Israelites to bring a basket of first fruits to the 

priest at the tabernacle and recite a verse that serves as a reminder of 

the past. They say, “My father was a wandering Aramean. He went down 

to Egypt and dwelt there while just a few in number, yet he became a 

nation there, great, mighty, and populous.” 

The requirement to remember history highlights the fact that the 

present and future are not sufficiently knowable without understanding 

the past. This is vital, part of our identity, and a crucial source of wisdom. 

While this requirement in Deuteronomy suggests only the need to 

remember—rather than explicitly stating it—there are “six 

remembrances,” called shishah zechirot in Hebrew, that the Torah 

clearly mandates we remember. Listed below are the six events from 

Jewish history, which the Torah traditionally requires observant Jews to 

remember each day: 

1. Exodus	 from	 Egypt: The miraculous departure of the 

Israelites from slavery in Egypt. This encourages us to free 

ourselves and others from all kinds of slavery, even some 

enslaving habits. 
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2. Revelation	 at	 Sinai: The giving of Torah Laws and the 

Decalogue, also called the Ten Commandments, where all 

the Israelites heard what God desired. 

3. Amalek’s	attack: The unprovoked attack by the Amalekite 

nation against the vulnerable Israelites as they left Egypt. 

It is a relevant command today. It teaches us to remove all 

kinds of evils. 

4. The	Golden	Calf: The sin of the Israelites in worshipping a 

Golden Calf while Moses was receiving the Decalogue on 

Mount Sinai. Even today, people disregard the Divine will 

and engage in activities that could be described as idol 

worship. 

5. Miriam’s	 punishment: The tale of how Miriam was 

afflicted with a skin disease for speaking negatively about 

her brother Moses. We need to learn the possible harm and 

consequences of speech. 

6. The	Sabbath: The requirement to remember the Sabbath 

day to keep it holy. The need to work for six days and enjoy 

the benefits that God provided us on those six days, as well 

as on the Shabbat. 

These remembrances serve as practices to shape one’s thoughts and 

actions consciously. They are often recited from the prayer book, known 

as the Siddur, at the end of morning prayers. 

Jews are not the only humans who recognize the importance of 

remembering the past.  
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Many ancient wise people recognized history as a guide, its ability to 

illuminate, the responsibility to remember, and the consequences of 

forgetting. Cicero advised us, “To be ignorant of what occurred before 

you were born will keep you always as a child.” Confucius taught, 

“Study the past if you want to define the future.” President Harry S. 

Truman recognized that, “The only thing new in the world is the history 

you do not know.” 

George Santayana and many others stated, “Those who cannot 

remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” Prime Minister Winston 

Churchill said, “The farther backward you can look, the farther forward 

you are likely to see.” The author Robert Heinlein wrote, “A generation 

which ignores history has no past and no future.” 

It is a tragedy bordering on catastrophe that far more than half of the 

world’s population is ignorant of history, even their own people’s 

history. It is a plague that infected civilization like an early dementia. 

Many Jews were able to survive many past plagues because they recalled 

the teachings of their religion to wash daily, while their non-Jewish 

neighbors did not do so and died. Many of these Jews today succumbed 

to a vicious antisemitism that criticizes fellow Jews and the State of 

Israel. 

They, like their neighbors, went to school as children. The Jews 

learned about Judaism and life, while their neighbors learned about their 

culture and the basic sciences. However, neither continued learning after 

the basic schooling. In school, they could only learn childish ideas 

because of their age and undeveloped minds. As they grew older, they 

failed to increase their learning and absorb the wisdom of the past. What 
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they knew was the information that children could understand, but it was 

insufficient for adults to live as they should. While they learned much in 

life, they lacked historical knowledge, which hindered their growth. 

Professor Halivini’s commentary on Ki Tavo and the historical 

statement required to be recited when presenting the gift of new fruits to 

the priest can be used to summarize my prior remarks. He writes, “The 

present is incomplete without the past. Today’s harvest cannot engender 

the appropriate depth of appreciation without remembrance of history ... 

We do not understand the present without knowing the past ... In 

addition, examining what we do today in the context of history gives 

perspective to our decision-making. If all Jews were personally aware of 

the history contained in these verses, there would be none who could take 

the existence of the State of Israel for granted.” 
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Chapter Nine 

The Torah is Easy and for All Times 

The eighth weekly biblical portion of Deuteronomy, Nitzavim, makes it 

clear that the Torah is not difficult to understand. It was intended not 

only to teach the ancient Israelites, but also to Jews and all civilizations 

past, present, and future. Deuteronomy 29:13 and 14 describe God 

stating, “I did not make this covenant and this promise only to you, but 

with those who stand here today with us before the Lord our God, and 

also with those who are not here with us today.” 

Torah is for everyone 

Numbers 15:14–16 relates to the stranger in the land, and adhering to all 

the laws. “There shall be one law and one judgment for you and for the 

stranger who sojourns with you.” 

Although the Torah was given at a particular time and place to a 

people who had just been liberated from centuries of slavery and were 

not yet entirely rational and humane, the Torah encompasses all of 

history and all humanity, past, present, and future. 

Rabbi Akiva stated that the biblical command “Love your neighbor 

as yourself” is the most essential principle of the Torah. Ben Azzai 

emphasized the verse in Genesis 5:1, “This is the record of Adam’s 

descendants.” Ben Azzai stressed the concept that all human beings were 

created in the image of God. The two are telling us that every human 

being should have the opportunity to work and improve themselves and 

the world. The Torah lessons are for all people. 
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This message cannot be repeated enough, yet we are far from 

implementing it. 

It must be repeated as often as a mother warns her children to be 

careful, and a father tells them, “I love you.” 

The idea that people who are unlike us need not be appropriately 

treated is bupkis. Bupkis is Yiddish and means “absolutely nothing” or 

“something of no worth.” Its etymology is traced to a Yiddish term 

meaning “goat or sheep droppings.” This is the perfect word to describe 

this foul idea. 

How should we understand the Torah? 

Deuteronomy 30:11-14 states that the command to obey God is not 

complex nor distant. It focuses on acts on the earth, not heaven. It is not 

far away. It is something close to you, something you can and should do. 

Rashi, Abraham ibn Ezra, and others interpret “complex” to mean 

that if people attempt to learn the Torah’s messages, they will find it easy 

to learn and follow its requirements. Similarly, “not in heaven” means 

that you do not need to climb, or do other acrobatic, or impossible tasks 

to obtain Torah wisdom. No herculean effort is necessary. 

Professor Halivni suggests that the “way to accomplish this is 

through our constant interaction with Torah She’b’al Peh, the Oral 

Torah, composed of the interpretations uncovered and transmitted since 

the Revelation in the desert. The event at Sinai was the most prominent 

moment, but it was incomplete.” For example, the Torah instructs us not 

to work on Shabbat, but does not define what constitutes labor. The Oral 

Law made the connection to the work performed to construct the 

Tabernacle and listed thirty-nine categories of labor. Halivni is correct. 
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“The morning blessing that we make over the study of Torah captures 

the idea of the ongoing reception of Torah.” It blesses God for giving us 

the Torah and concludes with the words “blessed are You, God, who 

gives the Torah.” “We first note the beginning of our relationship with 

the Torah and God and then confirm that it continues in the present.” 

 



36 

 

Chapter Ten 

Succession and the Writing of the Torah 

Professor Halivni informs us that there are two main themes in the ninth 

weekly biblical portion of Deuteronomy, known as Vayelekh. The first is 

Joshua’s assumption of leadership of the Israelites after Moses’s. The 

second is the writing of the Torah. He suggests that as long as Moses 

was alive, the written Torah was unnecessary. Whenever a question 

arose that Moses was unable to answer, Moses could ask God for an 

answer. “Henceforth,” he writes, Torah would be transmitted from the 

text, rather than from the Divine.” 

Many people think they can decide what is proper without bothering 

to learn what the Torah advises. They fail to see how this mistake misled 

millions in the past to disaster. 

Many notable figures have championed reading as a fundamental 

necessity for a good and fulfilling life. 

“Books serve to show a man that those original thoughts of his are 

not very new after all.”—Abraham Lincoln. 

“Show me a family of readers, and I will show you the people who 

move the world.”—Napoléon Bonaparte. 

“Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.”—Frederick 

Douglass. 

“If we encounter a man of rare intellect, we should ask him what 

books he reads.”—Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

“The man who does not read good books is no better than the man 

who can’t.”—Mark Twain. 
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Jews often repeated this lesson, usually referring to the Torah. There 

are hundreds of such quotes in the Bible itself. 

“You shall teach them to your children and speak of them when you 

sit in your house and when you walk along the road, when you lie down 

and when you rise” (Deuteronomy 6:7). This passage, part of the Shema 

prayer, is a command to make Torah study a constant part of life. 

“The Torah is a tree of life to those who cling to it. All who uphold 

it are happy” (Proverbs 3:18). 

“For a commandment is a candle and the Torah is light” (Proverbs 

6:23). 

“He who turns his ear away from hearing the Torah—even his prayer 

is an abomination” (Proverbs 28:9). 

“But his delight is in the Torah of the Lord, and in His Torah he 

meditates day and night” (Psalm 1:2). 

Other Jewish sources also contain numerous statements suggesting 

that the study of the Torah is essential, such as in the Ethics of the Fathers 

(Pirkei Avot) and the Talmud. 

“One who has acquired Torah has acquired eternal life” (Pirkei Avot 

2:8). 

“If you have studied much Torah, your reward will be abundant” 

(Pirkei Avot 2:21). 

“The more Torah, the more life” (Pirkei Avot 2:7). 

“The world stands on three things: on Torah, on the service of God, 

and on deeds of loving-kindness” (Pirkei Avot 1:2). 
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“In a place where there are no worthy people, strive to be worthy,” 

and “Do not say, ‘When I will be available, I will study (Torah),’ lest 

you never become available” (Pirkei Avot 2:5). 

“When two sit together, and there are words of Torah spoken 

between them, the Divine Presence rests with them” (Pirkei Avot 3:2). 

“I created an evil inclination, and I created Torah as its antidote” 

(Talmud, Kiddushin 30b). 

“Torah study leads to action” (Talmud, Kiddushin 40b). 

“The study of Torah is equivalent to them all” (Talmud, Shabbat 

127a). 

There are thousands of rabbinical statements emphasizing the 

importance of studying and acting. 

Judah Loew ben Bezalel, (c 1512–September 17, 1609) also known 

as Rabbi Loew, the Maharal of Prague, as well as simply the Maharal 

was an important Talmudic scholar, Jewish mystic, mathematician, 

astronomer, and philosopher. For most of his life, he served as a leading 

rabbi in the cities of Mikulov in Moravia and Prague in Bohemia. He is 

famous, among other things, for being the rabbi who according to legend, 

created a clay figure golem to protect the Jewish community in the 

Prague ghetto from anti-Semitic attacks. 

He commented on Deuteronomy 20:19’s comparison of humans to 

trees. Just as trees must grow branches, twigs, leaves, flowers, and fruit, 

humans are obligated to be productive, learn, and then produce moral 

and intellectual changes that enhance both the learner and the entire 

world. 
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We need to realize that everyone feels two kinds of fear. The two are 

very different. One is part of nature and is beneficial. Humans create the 

other, which is psychological and often harmful. 

The first is the body’s and mind’s fearful reaction to danger. When 

people are in a dangerous situation, their bodies produce substances like 

adrenaline, which help them have the strength to overcome the danger. 

At the same time, the mind says, ‘Act, avoid the danger.’ This is good. 

The second kind of fear causes psychological hesitation to act. It 

causes procrastination when people think that doing something 

beneficial now will hinder what they would rather do. It is a mistaken 

fear that a particular act is too difficult, such as exercising. It is the fear 

that many people who know little about Judaism carry over from the 

childish lessons meant for children learned in their youth. They are afraid 

that they will gain nothing by learning new ideas, that it will be too hard, 

and that it will be a waste of time. 

This psychological fear is what wise people try to instill in others so 

they understand the correct behavior. 
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Chapter Eleven 

The Requirement to Ask Questions 

The tenth weekly biblical portion Ha’azinu, in Deuteronomy 32:7, 

reports God’s requirement, “Remember the days of old, consider the 

years of many generations; ask your father, and he will tell you, your 

elders, and they will tell you. 

This requirement to question is the theme of my five-book series 

“Questioning the Bible.” 

Professor Halivni reminds us that the second chapter of Talmud 

Shabbat begins with the question, “With what do we kindle the Shabbat 

candles?” We know this practice. Nevertheless, the Talmud prompts us 

to enquire about it. By questioning, we fulfill the divine command to ask 

our elders and learn more, thereby deepening our understanding of 

candle lighting. 

Halivni goes on to say, “The present cannot stand alone. A fabricated 

religion with no past would be meaningless. Religion locked only in the 

past, however, cannot be satisfying. Our religion must be connected and 

applicable to every generation.” This cannot be accomplished unless we 

learn from people who can teach us about the past. Moreover, when they 

do so, we not only enhance our understanding of religion but also gain 

more profound and meaningful knowledge. 
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Chapter Twelve 

One Mistake Can Ruin a Life 

The Torah ends with the tragic death of Moses in the last weekly biblical 

portion of Deuteronomy. Moses died after a remarkable life because he 

made a mistake. He became angry when the Israelites criticized him and 

struck the rock instead of speaking to it. Had he spoken to the rock and 

the rock had responded with flowing water, as the people demanded, this 

unnatural event would have shown the people that God was helping 

them. Striking a rock and causing it to split open, allowing water to flow 

through, is a natural phenomenon. Classical literature—Greek, Roman, 

medieval, biblical, etc.—is full of other noble, or good people whose 

deaths come from one or more mistakes. Aristotle called it hamartia, a 

tragic error. We can also suffer the same fate. We need to be careful. 

Greek Tragedy 

Oedipus in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex 

Oedipus tried to avoid his fate, which was predicted to him, but he was 

not sufficiently careful and unknowingly killed his father and married 

his mother. As a result, although not intentionally evil, his failure to 

recognize the dangers inherent in his character and to change them led to 

his downfall and ultimately destroyed his life. 

Antigone in Sophocles’ Antigone 

She chose loyalty to her brother over obeying the king’s law. She buried 

her brother instead of obeying the king’s decree and was executed, 

though she is considered morally “good” according to most people. 
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Hippolytus in Euripides’ Hippolytus 

He became overly obsessed with chastity and disdained love, which 

offended Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love and beauty. Aphrodite 

takes revenge, causes his stepmother, Phaedra, to be driven to passion, 

false accusations arise, and he is killed. 

Pentheus in Euripides’ The Bacchae 

Pentheus mocked the Greek god Dionysus and refused to respect his cult. 

He was torn apart by frenzied women who were members of the cult, 

including his own mother. 

Roman Literature 

Turnus in Virgil’s The Aeneid 

He was arrogant and refused to yield to the fate that Italy belongs to 

Aeneas. As a result, he was killed by Aeneas despite showing bravery 

and nobility. 

Medieval & Later Classical Works 

King Lear in Shakespeare’s King Lear 

The king was convinced that he could discern which daughters truly 

loved him, and so he made a foolish choice, giving away his kingdom. 

This mistake led to his loss of power, his sanity, his good daughter 

Cordelia, and eventually his life. 

Hamlet in Shakespeare’s Hamlet 

Hamlet’s mistake was hesitation and overthinking, delaying revenge. 

This caused a chain of deaths, including his own. 
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Biblical 

Saul in the Book of Samuel 

King Saul disobeyed God’s instructions given to him by the prophet 

Samuel when he spared the Amalekite king and offered a sacrifice 

improperly. As a result, he lost divine favor and died tragically in battle. 

Samson in the Book of Judges 

The judge Samson foolishly trusted Delilah and revealed the secret of his 

strength. When weak, he was captured and blinded, yet he redeemed 

himself in a final act before his death. 

Moses in the Five Books of Moses 

Moses struck a rock to deliver water to the thirsty Israelites, despite God 

telling him to speak to it. Had he done so, he would have shown that God 

can help people with miracles, because it is unnatural for rocks to 

respond to words. His anger revealed that he was no longer capable of 

leading the people after forty years of doing so. The leadership was given 

over to Joshua, and Moses died. 

Elijah in the Book of Kings 

The prophet Elijah depicted in the Bible is totally different than the Elijah 

in later Jewish legends. The biblical Elijah was overly zealous in 

insisting that the people of Israel were bad when they ignored God. He 

was very critical. In contrast, Elijah in legends is depicted as a lover of 

Jews; he was always helping them, and is even thought to be the 

messenger who will bring the messiah. God criticized the biblical Elijah. 
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He told him that God does not speak with thunder, only a soft voice, and 

he killed him.8 

Summary 

Most of these people were not evil. They had a virtue pushed too far—

often because of pride, loyalty, chastity, piety, a single bad choice that 

cascaded into tragedy, or an emotion such as anger, which doomed 

Moses. Their deaths should be a thunderous message to us to remind us 

of how fragile even good people are when they are not careful.

                                                                 

8  God spoke to the Israelites in thunder when He delivered the Decalogue because it was 
necessary to make a strong impression upon the recently released slaves. Many people 
misunderstand the Bible’s depiction of God taking Elijah to heaven in a chariot. They take 
the story literally when it should only be understood metaphorically. Elijah was not given a 
chauffeured trip. He was killed. The metaphor is still used today when clergy say about a 
deceased, “God called her to heaven.” 
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Chapter Thirteen 

What Does Love Mean in the Torah? 

In Leviticus 19:18, the Holiness Code states, “Love your neighbor as 

yourself.” It emphasizes that proper conduct must exist in relationships 

between people, not just towards God. The New Testament repeats the 

command in Matthew 22:39 and Mark 12:31. In these verses, Jesus 

responds to questions about the greatest commandments, identifying 

loving God with all one’s being and loving one’s neighbor as oneself as 

the two primary duties of humanity. 

In Talmud Yerushalmi Nedarim 9:4 and Midrash Sifra Kedoshim, 

4:12, Rabbi Akiva states that “Love your neighbor as yourself” is the 

most essential principle of the Torah. His colleague, the sage Ben Azzai, 

stressed the verse in Genesis 5:1, “This is the record of Adam’s 

descendants,” emphasizing the concept that all human beings were 

created in the image of God. Both statements emphasize the importance 

of maintaining proper ethical interpersonal relationships for all that God 

created. 

This is not the only way the Torah emphasizes the importance of 

treating everyone and everything properly. 

While the command to love our neighbors as ourselves is well-

known, most people are unaware that Talmud Bava Metzia 59b states the 

Torah mentions loving strangers forty-six times. 
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The importance that Scripture attaches to this command, as 

evidenced by its forty-six repetitions, is further emphasized by the fact 

that it stresses loving strangers more than the command warning against 

mistreating orphans and widows, which is repeated only twice in Exodus 

22:22-23 and Deuteronomy 27:19. 

Among the forty-six repetitions, the Torah instructs us in 

Deuteronomy 10:19, “Love the stranger, for you were strangers in the 

land of Egypt,” and in Leviticus 19:33, “The stranger who dwells with 

you must be to you as one born among you, and you must love him as 

yourself; for you were strangers in the land of Egypt”. 

This is not a suggestion. It is a core principle of Jewish ethics that 

extends beyond passive tolerance, or is non-harming. It insists on acting 

to care for the stranger as one would for oneself. 

The Torah employs the word “love” when discussing God and 

humanity. Love has a deeper meaning in the Torah than in English. 

The Torah concept of “love” is not about emotions, but rather about 

acts such as kindness, helping, justice, and, especially, working to create 

a society where everyone is treated with dignity and respect, regardless 

of their background, religion, or origin. 

The ancients believed that thinking came from the heart rather than 

the mind. So, they and the Torah often used the word “love” to mean 

thinking that leads to behavior. 

This biblical understanding of “love” helps explain many of the 

current problems in marriages. About half of today’s marriages end in 

divorce, and more than half of couples in the second half live unfulfilled 
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lives. The main problem is misunderstanding love as just an emotion, 

focusing on sexuality instead of showing the kindness a spouse deserves. 

The command to love God, found in Deuteronomy 6:5, which 

instructs us to love “with all your heart and all your soul and might,” 

requires action: a commitment to study and to the observance of the 

Torah and its commands. Maimonides understood that controlling 

emotions is difficult, if not impossible. Therefore, he interpreted the 

command to love God in his code of Jewish law, the Mishneh Torah, as 

requiring the mind, not emotion, to “know” God. One learns about God 

by observing what God created or formed. 

Loving people also requires us to know, to pay attention, and to 

identify with other people’s experiences and feelings, especially those 

who are suffering or are vulnerable. It requires acts of kindness, charity, 

and justice. This includes refraining from negative actions and feelings, 

and treating the needs of all people as important as our own. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Biblical Criticism 

In Exodus 24:7, the Torah reveals that when Moses conveyed God’s 

commands to the Israelites, the people responded, “All that the Lord 

said, we will do and hear.” Does this make sense? Shouldn’t they have 

listened first? 

Some people today claim that this sentence is nonsense, what the 

Scots call blatherskite. They say, “Everybody who knows basic Hebrew 

knows that the Hebrew word in this sentence is based on the word shema, 

which means ‘hear.’ Moreover, it is absurd, foolish blather to think that 

people would obey commands before they hear them!” The Torah, they 

shout, should have reversed the words and written, “we will hear and 

do.” 

This is an example of people with little learning. Shema indeed 

means “hear,” but it also means “obey.” For example, when the Torah 

states, “Shema Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord is one,” it is not 

saying “listen,” but rather “obey.” It is like a mother telling her children, 

“Listen to me.” She is not instructing her children to hear her; she is 

insisting that they obey her. 

The critics are people who make decisions based on insufficient 

knowledge, and they mock the Torah with their ignorance when it says 

the Israelites agreed to obey God’s laws without knowing to what they 

were agreeing. 

This led me to think that many modern biblical critics who employ 

German biblical criticism may be speaking from a superficial 
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understanding of the biblical language and writing style. They may also 

be conscious, or unconscious antisemites who close their eyes and minds 

to think that there is a problem where they are seeing none. 

Many modern Bible critics prefer to remove miracles and 

supernatural events from the text and then resolve apparent errors they 

see in it. Most scholars date its beginning during the German 

Enlightenment, from around 1650 to 1800. Some scholars trace its roots 

to the Reformation when Protestants sought to rid their lives and minds 

of Roman Catholic authority and ideas. In both instances, it is an attack 

on what the attackers dislike. 

Critics employ several approaches developed over time to critique 

the Bible, including four key methods: identifying textual errors, 

researching original non-biblical sources, analyzing the form and 

structure of the text, and applying literary criticism to discern the 

author’s intention. These methods tackled the text—some say cold-

bloodedly—with the intent of revolutionizing how people understood the 

Bible and mocking its lessons. 

For example, the “Documentary Hypothesis” originated when Jean 

Astruc (1684–1766) claimed he could identify the sources of the Bible 

by examining its use of divine names. His approach was later expanded 

by Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918), who identified four primary sources 

(J, E, D, and P) that he believed were combined to form the Pentateuch, 

also known as the Five Books of Moses. He based his theory in part on 

the consistent use of the names Elohim and Y-H-V-H in what he 

considered four writings by four different authors or groups. 
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If we examine the first example that led Astruc and Wellhausen to 

their conclusion, we will see that they made the same error as those who 

misinterpreted the Shema. 

The first chapter of Genesis states that Elohim (E) created “man 

(humans) in His image, in the image of Elohim He created him, He 

created them male and female.” The second chapter reports that Y-H-V-

H Elohim (J) created man first and later removed a woman from his side. 

Astruc and Wellhausen see two different episodes in the two 

chapters. In the first chapter, we encounter a being called Elohim, who 

created both a male and a female. The second chapter is radically 

different. It presents another being named Y-H-V-H Elohim, who 

created man first and only later created a woman. 

The two claimed that we have two distinct stories from two different 

sources, later referred to by critics as E and J, each providing a different 

version of the creation of humans. 

Ancient Jews saw no problem. For example, the Bible commentator 

Rashi explains in his commentary to Genesis 1:27, “The plain meaning 

of the passage is that here (the Torah) informs you that both (male and 

female) were created on the sixth (day), and it does not explain to you 

how they were created, which is revealed in another chapter (chapter 

two).” 

Rashi does not explain the difference between “Elohim” and “Y-H-

V-H Elohim,” which is easily understood. The word “El,” which is 

singular, means “powerful.” It is a term used by both ancient and modern 

Jews to refer to God, as God is understood to be powerful. The plural 

“Elohim” means “very powerful,” which Jews also use for their 
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understanding of God. When Elohim appears in the Torah, it frequently 

refers to God, who is very powerful. However, there are instances where 

it refers to powerful humans, such as judges or knowledgeable people, 

as in Genesis 6:2.9 

Y-H-V-H is also not a name, but rather another description of God.10 

It implies that God exists in the past, present, and future. 

Chapter one states that a male and a female were created. Chapter 

two describes how it was done. It is like the following story. Chapter one 

informs us, “Father drove to the store on Sunday,” and describes the 

drive. Chapter two elaborates. “While in the store, father, Michael Fields, 

purchased the bread that mother, Elana, requested he bring home.” In 

this example, the word “father” is akin to “Elohim,” and “father, Michael 

Fields” is similar to “Y-H-V-H Elohim.” 

Another example of this biblical writing style is the tale of the flood. 

Initially, the Torah states that Noah brought two animals of each kind 

into his ark, and later reveals that he brought more than two of certain 

animals, which he sacrificed to God after the flood. 

This writing style is not unique to the Bible. It is in other historical 

literature and remains relevant today. Superb and fascinating crime 

thrillers of Freida McFadden, Ragnar Jonasson, and Stephen King do 

this. I do so as well. I wrote about the misunderstanding of shema in 

previous essays. Today, I elaborated on it in my discussion about Bible 

critics. 

                                                                 

9  This is the interpretation of Abraham ibn Ezra. 
10  Contrary to what many think, all of the words applied to God are not names, like Joe or 

Aaron, but descriptions of the deity. 
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As with the misunderstanding of shema, the critics, perhaps feeling 

the need to criticize the Torah, misunderstood the biblical style of 

making a general statement first and then elaborating later. 

The lives of Leo Tolstoy and President Thomas Jefferson are 

examples of a similar metastasis spreading from Biblical criticism. Both 

made significant contributions to world culture, but each also made 

mistakes. 

The two disliked the miracles in the Bible and compiled a Bible that 

excluded miracles because they felt God did not manipulate the laws of 

nature. 

The highly respected author and thinker Leo Tolstoy was at least a 

borderline antisemite, if not worse. He advocated for Jewish rights while 

his views on Jews reflected the prevailing antisemitism of his time. He 

campaigned against antisemitic persecution, wrote in support of Jewish 

victims of violence, but also criticized the Jewish religion and culture. 

President Thomas Jefferson performed numerous tasks that 

contributed to the formation of the United States. However, he felt black 

people, even non-slaves, could not live in a white man’s America. He 

insisted that the emancipation of the slaves had to be accompanied by 

their expulsion from the country, sent to the West Indies, Africa, or 

anywhere out of the United States. 

He enslaved over six hundred blacks during his lifetime, four 

hundred in Monticello, two hundred others in his other properties. 

Always around a hundred and thirty humans were in bondage at 

Monticello. He never freed most of the people he held as slaves. 
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Why did Jefferson and Tolstoy act as they did when they loved the 

Bible so much that they even created their own version that deleted 

miracles? Why didn’t they see the requirement to treat others, all others, 

as you wanted them to treat you? This requirement was in the Bible that 

they loved! 

I suggest that the two, as well as many other Bible critics, may think 

they respect the Bible. However, their criticism of the Bible is driven by 

an antisemitism that, at least unconsciously, causes them to mock and 

despise all that is in the Bible. Thus, it should surprise no one that while 

vocalizing a love of the Bible and seemingly showing their love of it, 

they desecrate it by acting contrary to the humanity it teaches. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

There Were Two Tablets of Stone 

The rabbis tell us in the weekly biblical portion of Exodus, Terumah, that 

there were two tablets of stone containing the Decalogue. Both were 

placed in the Ark of the Covenant and later in the Temple. 

Exodus 25:21 describes God’s requirement of Moses to place the 

Decalogue, also known as the Ten Commandments, in the ark of the 

covenant within the tabernacle. Although not stated in this verse, there 

were two tablets. God carved the first. Moses shattered this set when he 

saw that some of the Israelites were worshiping the Golden Calf. Moses 

carved the replacement tablet at God's command. Although the Torah 

does not mention it, the Talmud Bava Batra 14b explains that both 

tablets were placed in the ark. Professor Halivni saw this as a lesson for 

us. 

Halivni suggests that the ark can be seen as a metaphor for Jews. 

Without the law contained in the tablets, Jews and Judaism cannot exist. 

Jews, he taught, must include both the whole and the shattered tablets in 

their lives. The broken tablets symbolize humility. A perfect person must 

be immersed in Torah and be humble. 

Halivni is undoubtedly correct. While he does not mention it, 

Maimonides discusses the necessity of humility for Jews in his legal 

code, Mishneh Torah, in Hilchot De’ot, the Laws of Character Traits. He 

taught that humility is an exception to the “Golden Mean,” the rule that 

one should follow a moderate path in most areas of life. Nevertheless, 
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humility is an exception. Instead of moderation, humility and the 

avoidance of pride should be pursued to the extreme. 

Also, Moses, called Moshe Rabbenu, meaning “Moses our teacher,” 

is a perfect example of the need for modesty. 

The Torah states in the book of Numbers 12:3 that Moses was 

humble, “Now the man Moses was very humble, more than any person 

upon the earth.” This verse is significant because it is the only instance 

in the Torah where Moses’s character is explicitly described and is cited 

to teach us to copy his behavior. 

In Numbers 12:1-2, Moses’s siblings, Miriam and Aaron, criticize 

their brother for marrying a Cushite woman and question his prophetic 

authority, saying, “Has the Lord spoken only through Moses? Hasn’t he 

also spoken through us?” 

Moses is humble and does not defend himself. Because he is silent, 

God intervenes and punishes Miriam. However, in Numbers 12:13, 

despite Miriam’s criticism of him, when God strikes her with leprosy, 

Moses intercedes on her behalf, crying out, “God, please heal her!” 

Although Moses’s humility is not explicitly mentioned elsewhere, it 

is evident. 

When God calls Moses to lead the Israelites from Egyptian slavery 

in Exodus 3, Moses protests several times, arguing he is not worthy. 

“Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of 

Egypt?” 

In Exodus 32, when many Israelites worshiped the Golden Calf, God 

offered to destroy the people and make a great nation through the 

descendants of Moses. Moses refused and pleaded with God to forgive 
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the Israelites, demonstrating concern for his people’s welfare rather than 

his own. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

Why do People Lie? 

Lying is one of humanity’s oldest behaviors. People of every culture in 

every generation have told lies. Some were small, others were large and 

life-altering. The biblical book of Genesis begins with a tale that some 

commentators insist reveals that Adam’s wife lied when she said we were 

told not to eat from a particular tree or even touch it. This interpretation 

is based on the fact that God's original command to Adam does not 

mention touching. More knowledgeable scholars recognize that this 

interpretation is wrong. The biblical style is to say something briefly and 

elaborate later, so Eve was telling the truth. However, according to those 

who misunderstand, Eve’s lie resulted in a punishment that affected not 

only her and Adam, but all of their descendants. This notion that children 

are punished for their ancestors’ misdeeds is contrary to Jewish 

teachings. 

While lies are usually condemned as immoral by most people, others, 

such as those who misunderstand the Bible, also overlook the 

psychological, social, and even survival purposes of lies, which can 

make some lies not immoral yet sometimes beneficial. The Bible is filled 

with incidents where some Bible commentators are convinced, as they 

are about Eve, that the biblical individual is lying. In contrast, other 

commentators understand that it was not a lie at all. 

Self-Protection 

Many lies are told to avoid punishment, embarrassment, or criticism. 

Students may lie about finishing an assignment, or employees may hide 
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a mistake to protect their job or reputation. These lies are rooted in fear 

of consequences. They are harmful and immoral. An example is Adam 

and Eve’s son, Cain, who tried to hide from God that he had murdered 

his brother, Abel, when he said, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” A similar 

lie is when Joseph’s brothers hid from their father Jacob that they had 

sold Joseph into slavery. 

Some scholars argue that Joseph himself lied to his brothers when he 

hid his identity from them; others claim he was acting righteously, even 

referring to him as Yosef hatzadic, “Joseph the righteous.” 

Lies to protect and encourage harmony 

Not all lies are selfish, as the preceding ones were. Many people lie to 

shield others from embarrassment or pain, such as telling a woman she 

looks lovely or a sick friend he looks fine, even when they appear to be 

the opposite. These are called white lies, which can help preserve 

relationships and soften the harshness of life. 

Rabbinic tradition says that God changed Sarah’s words when God 

spoke to Abraham to preserve marital harmony. This interpretation is 

famously recorded in Talmud Bava Metzia 87a. 

Genesis 18 describes three messengers visiting Abraham. They tell 

him that his wife, Sarah, will have a son within a year. Sarah overhears 

the prophecy from inside her tent, laughs, and says, “Now that I am 

withered, am I to have enjoyment with my husband who is so old?” 

God changed her words when He reported the event to Abraham. 

God relays her reason as, “Shall I in truth bear a child, though I am so 

old?” God changed Sarah’s account from “with my husband who is so 



61 

 

old” to “though I am so old,” omitting a potentially insulting remark 

about Abraham. 

Rabbis emphasize that this change in God’s words underscores the 

significance of marital peace, which they, like God, encourage and refer 

to as shalom bayit. This teaches that maintaining peace within the home 

can override the truth. 

Compulsive lying 

In some cases, lying becomes a habitual, unnecessary behavior. 

Compulsive liars may fabricate stories without good reason, often tied to 

their deep psychological struggles. 

Noble lies 

Some lies are what Maimonides called “necessary” or “essential lies.” 

The Greek philosopher Plato referred to them as “noble lies” earlier in 

The Republic, in the section known as “The Myth of the Metals.” It is a 

myth Plato felt was necessary for an ideal society to ensure unity and 

encourage citizens to accept the roles society assigned to them. The myth 

states that all citizens are born from the earth and that different metals—

gold, silver, or bronze—are present in them, which determine their 

societal roles. People should accept what they are born to do, be satisfied, 

and refrain from complaining. 

The purpose of this “noble lie” is not malicious deception, but to 

promote civic loyalty, a sense of shared destiny, and acceptance of the 

city’s hierarchical structure for the common good. 
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Statistics 

The popular joke about statistics being a lie is the well-known saying: 

“There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics”. It 

suggests that while liars deliberately mislead, statistics can be even more 

deceptive because they are often presented as objective facts, making 

them a more powerful—and more damnable—form of deception. 

People think that statistics reveal the truth, but this is not true. They 

only reveal the possibility of the truth. The absolute truth is unknown. 

All sciences are based on statistics, and all are only possibly true. 

However, humans need to rely on them. This is necessary and somewhat 

safe, as long as we repeatedly verify the supposed facts. 

The impact of lying 

While lies may serve a purpose, they come with consequences. Trust, 

once broken, is difficult to repair. A single lie can overshadow years of 

honesty, eroding marital bonds, destroying friendships, and harming 

partners or colleagues. On a larger scale, widespread deception 

undermines institutions and social stability. 

At the same time, not all lies are destructive. White lies can preserve 

kindness, and strategic deception can even save lives in perilous 

situations. The Jewish “necessary lie” that God becomes angry when we 

misbehave helps restrain people from misbehaving. The impact of lying 

depends on both the intent and the context in which it occurs. 

The psychology behind lying 

Research indicates that lying is a demanding mental process. It requires 

inventing details, keeping stories consistent, and managing guilt or 
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anxiety. That is why liars may reveal themselves through nervous habits, 

inconsistencies, or overcompensating with too much detail. 

Interestingly, children begin to lie around age 3. This is not a sign of 

moral failure, but rather of mental development. Lying shows that a child 

understands others have perspectives different from their own. 

Can we live without lies? 

Some philosophers and ethicists argue that a world without lies would 

be ideal, a place of pure honesty. Others, such as Plato and Maimonides, 

point out that human relationships often rely on subtle untruths that 

soften reality. Radical honesty may sound noble, but in practice, it can 

wound, alienate, or even put people in danger. 

The real challenge may not be eliminating lies, but discerning when 

honesty serves growth, and when gentle deception serves compassion. 

Lying is neither wholly evil nor wholly harmless. It is a tool. It is 

sometimes misused but also necessary, reflecting our deepest fears, 

desires, and social needs. To understand lying is to understand ourselves: 

our longing to be accepted, our fear of rejection, and our struggle to 

balance truth with kindness. 

Ultimately, the question is not whether lying is always wrong, but 

whether a given lie builds or breaks the fragile bonds of trust that hold 

human life together. 
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Chapter Seventeen 

Why Should We Eat Only Kosher Foods? 

The Torah provides no reason why people should only eat certain foods, 

known as kosher, a Hebrew word meaning “fit” or “proper.” Kosher 

refers to the system of Jewish dietary laws known as kashrut in Hebrew. 

Kashrut defines what foods and items are permissible to eat or use for a 

Jew. Beyond food, the term can also apply to religious objects or 

behaviors that meet specific requirements, such as someone saying to an 

aggressive boy, “Your acts toward her are not kosher.” Many Jews think 

that because kosher laws are not explained, it’s possible that perhaps 

some biblical laws are also obscure. They say we are duty-bound to 

observe them even though we do not understand them. Maimonides 

disagreed. He felt that all biblical laws are rational. 

Maimonides argued that the Jewish dietary laws, known as kashrut, 

are primarily rooted in health and wellness, with forbidden foods being 

considered unwholesome and unhealthy. 

In his Guide for the Perplexed 3:48, Maimonides states that the foods 

forbidden by the Torah are unwholesome. He cited pork as an example 

of a forbidden food because it contains excessive moisture and fat, which 

is considered to be too much superfluous matter. 

He bases his understanding of the Torah’s dietary laws on medical 

concerns. He writes that the prohibited foods are unhealthful. He states 

that there is no doubt among doctors that forbidden foods are injurious. 

“For pork contains more moisture than necessary (for human food), and 
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too much of superfluous matter ... The fat of the intestines makes us full, 

interrupts our digestion, and produces cold and thick blood.” 

Maimonides adds that the Torah’s concern extends not only to the 

harmful effects of consuming this food but also to issues of cleanliness 

and hygiene. Pigs are filthy and loathsome. The Torah commands the 

removal of the sight of loathsome objects, even in the field and towns. If 

the Torah allowed Jews to eat swine’s flesh, their streets and houses 

would be dirtier than any cesspool. 

He states that, like pork, all foods forbidden by the Torah are 

potentially harmful for the human body, and for this medical reason, they 

are proscribed by divine law. 

Maimonides was undoubtedly correct. As the modern warning 

suggests, we are what we eat. Pigs wallow in mud and filth and eat 

garbage. Lots of people who raise them feed them their garbage. Many 

types of seafood also feed on foods undigestible to humans. 

Maimonides’ medical view of the Kashrut laws is consistent with his 

writing in the Guide 3:27, “The general object of the Law is twofold: the 

well-being of the mind and body.” He explains that “well-being of the 

body” refers to general social stability: “The well-being of the body is 

established by a proper management of the relations in which we live 

one with another.” Many of the Torah’s commandments were decreed to 

ensure the physical and moral welfare of society by eliminating violence 

and promoting ethical conduct. This understanding helps us realize that 

some of the commandments are geared towards preserving good health 

and adopting a healthy lifestyle. 
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In his Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Dei’ot 4, Maimonides offers 

guidelines for maintaining good health. He introduces the chapter by 

stating that the body is a gift from God and that people should not abuse 

it. They must distance themselves from that which destroys their body 

and accustom themselves to what sustains and cures. 

In his medical books, he also taught that overeating—even of healthy 

foods—is like poison and a source of illness. He emphasized that people 

should never eat until they feel full. They should stop eating when they 

are about two-thirds full. The reason, which modern doctors confirm, is 

that the human body does not register that it is sufficiently full of food 

until about half an hour after the food is digested. 

My wife and I have always followed this advice, which keeps us from 

becoming overweight. Most—yes, most—people in the US are 

overweight. If they listened to Maimonides, they would be slimmer, 

healthier, happier, and live longer. 
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Dr. Israel Drazin 

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

Military: Brigadier General Drazin entered the Army Active Duty at age 21 as 
the youngest U.S. Chaplain ever to serve on active duty. He served on active 
duty in Louisiana and Germany from 1957 to 1960. He then joined the active 
reserves and soldiered, in increasing grades, with half a dozen units. From 1978 
until 1981, he lectured on legal subjects at the US Army Chaplains School. In 
March 1981, the Army requested that he take leave from civil service and return 
to active duty to handle special constitutional issues. He was responsible for 
preparing the defense in the trial challenging the constitutionality of the Army 
Chaplaincy. The military chaplaincies of all the uniformed services, active and 
reserve, as well as those of the Veterans Administration, were attacked on 
constitutional grounds and could have been disbanded. The Government won 
the action in 1984, and Drazin was awarded the prestigious Legion of Merit. 
Drazin returned to civilian life and the active reserves in 1984 as Assistant 
Chief of Chaplains, the highest reserve officer position available in the Army 
Chaplaincy, with the rank of Brigadier General. He was the first Jewish person 
to serve in this capacity in the US Army. During his military career, he 
revolutionized the role of military chaplains, making them officers responsible 
for the free exercise of rights for all military personnel and requiring them to 
provide for the needs of people of all faiths and atheists. General Drazin 
completed this four-year tour of duty with honors in March 1988, 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 types of cases, including 
domestic, criminal, bankruptcy, accident, and contract matters. He joined his 
son in 1993 and formed offices in Columbia and Dundalk, Maryland. After 23 
years, Dr. Drazin ceased active law practice in 1997. 
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Civil Service: Israel Drazin joined the U.S. Civil Service in 1962 and remained 
a civil service employee, with occasional military duty, until his retirement in 
1990. At retirement, he accumulated 31 years of creditable service. During his 
U.S. Civil Service career, he held many positions, including being an Equal 
Opportunity Consultant in the 1960s (advising insurance company top 
executives regarding civil rights and equal employment) and the head of 
Medicare’s Civil Litigation Staff (supervising a team of lawyers who handled 
suits filed by and against the government’s Medicare program). He also served 
as the director for Maryland’s Federal Agencies’ relationship with the United 
Fund. 

Rabbi: Dr. Drazin was ordained as a rabbi in 1957 at Ner Israel Rabbinical 
College in Baltimore, Maryland, and subsequently received semichot from two 
other rabbis. He entered active duty in the Army in 1957. He left active duty in 
1960 and officiated as a weekend rabbi at several synagogues, including the 
first rabbi in Columbia, Maryland. He continued the uninterrupted weekend 
rabbinical practice until 1974 and then officiated as a rabbi intermittently until 
1987. His rabbinical career totaled 30 years. 

Philanthropy: Dr. Drazin served as the Executive Director of the Jim Joseph 
Foundation, a charitable organization that provides funding for Jewish 
education, for just over 4 years, from September 2000 to November 2004. 

Author: Israel Drazin has authored over 70 books, including some not yet 
published, more than 500 popular and scholarly articles, and over 12,000 book, 
music, and movie reviews. His books include one about the case he handled for 
the US Army and a dozen scholarly books on the Aramaic translation of the 
Bible, Targum Onkelos. His website is www.booksandthoughts.com. 

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