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Introduction   

Wise people throughout the ages have stressed the value of asking 

questions, as seen in the following: 

1. “The one who knows all the answers has not been asked all 

the questions.” Confucius 

2. “The power to question is the basis of all human progress.” 

Indira Gandhi 

3. “You can tell whether a man is clever by his answers. You 

can tell whether a man is wise by his questions.” Naguib 

Mahfouz 

4. “A prudent question is one half of wisdom.” Francis Bacon 

5. “There are no foolish questions, and no man becomes a fool 

until he has stopped asking questions.” Charles Proteus 

Steinmetz 

6. “It’s better to know some of the questions than all of the 

answers.” James Thurber 

7. “Questions are never indiscreet, answers sometimes are.” 

Oscar Wilde 

8. “The most serious mistakes are not being made due to wrong 

answers. The truly dangerous thing is asking the wrong 

question.” Peter Drucker 

9. “Life’s most persistent and urgent question is, ‘What are you 

doing for others?’” Martin Luther King, Jr. 

10. “The important thing is not to stop questioning.” Albert 

Einstein 
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Chapter One 

Never Stop Questioning 

By asking questions and seeking answers, we learn. By learning, we 

improve our behavior and serve as examples for others to do likewise. 

As a result, we improve not only humans but the entire world. The first 

of the eleven biblical portions of the book Shemot/Exodus takes its name 

from the Greek. In English, Exodus 1:1 to 6:1, also called Shemot, gives 

many examples, some of which follow.1 

The first sentence raises many questions 

Ten of the eleven portions in the book of Exodus, and many portions in 

the other four books of Moses, begin with the Hebrew letter vav. Why? 

How should it be translated? 

Reuben Alcalay defines the letter vav as “and,” “also,” “but,” 

“therefore,” and “then.”2 Most translators use “and,” which does not 

seem appropriate in modern English. Perhaps “then” is better, but it is 

rarely used. I left it out in my translation of the Bible in my Targum 

books. The best way to understand its usage is to realize that this is how 

people spoke and wrote when the Bible was composed. 

Surprisingly, Rashi to Exodus 21:1 interprets v’eleh as teaching 

about the laws given at Mount Sinai, so the statutes following Exodus 

                                                            
1  There are 54 parshiot (plural of parsha, “portions”), one for each week of a leap year, which 

adds a month to the year. In a year, we read the entire Torah, from Genesis through 
Deuteronomy at home, or in synagogues. There are 50 weeks during non-leap years, so 
some shorter portions are doubled.  

2  The Complete Hebrew-English Dictionary, Reuben Alcalay. P Shalom Publications, 1996.  
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21:1 were given at Sinai. Is he interpreting the vav? Why? Does he think 

the vav adds something when it appears in 21:1, despite being the same 

word v’eleh as in Exodus 1:1? Does he believe the vav always adds a 

lesson? We do not know why he said what he said. 

I like to think he realized that the vav added nothing, but was used to 

stress his sermon concerning the importance of the laws in this portion. 

They are “as if” declared at Mount Sinai. 

The Names 

Why does the Torah mention the words “the names”? “These are the 

names of the children of Israel.” It is not necessary. The Torah could 

have just said that “These Israelites came to Egypt.” Again, this is the 

ancient style of writing.  

However, Rashi followed Rabbi Akiva’s mindset in saying that the 

Torah introduces a new lesson whenever it says something unnecessary. 

So, Rashi comments that God loved the Israelites so much that He 

mentioned them in various ways whenever He could. Rabbi Ishmael 

differed from Rabbi Akiva.  

Rabbi Akiva felt that since the Bible is a word-for-word, letter-for-

letter revelation from God, and since God is perfect, He can say precisely 

what is meant to be said and would never include superfluous or non-

relevant material in the divine book. Thus, whenever an idea is repeated 

in the Bible, or there is an unusual word or change in spelling, God must 

have placed it to teach a lesson.   

Rabbi Ishmael disagreed. He felt that “the Torah (intended for 

humans) speaks in human language.” For example, as people repeat 

themselves for emphasis, to gain attention and clarity, or to make their 



5 

 

statement more flowery or poetic, so does the Torah. Nothing should be 

read into repetitions, of which there are many. If God meant to teach an 

additional lesson, God wouldn’t have hidden it in a repetition that 

doesn’t mean or even imply what people read into it; God would have 

made an explicit statement. 

B’nai Yisrael 

Most translators opt for “children of Israel,” even though the term is 

ambiguous. Since only males are mentioned in this verse, it could also 

mean “sons of Israel,” although I prefer “Israelites.” Again, this term was 

used to describe how people spoke and wrote in the early period. 

Why are only males mentioned? Some say that women were 

considered unimportant. I think the Torah mentioned the sons who 

became tribal leaders because the tribes play a significant part in what 

follows.  

Seventy persons mentioned in Genesis 1:5 

Although the Torah asserts that Jacob’s household that came to Egypt 

numbered seventy souls, the Rabbis noted that only sixty-nine 

individuals are listed in Genesis 46. Rashi comments that the seventeenth 

person was Moses’s mother, born as the family entered Egypt. See also 

Midrash Genesis Rabba 94:9. 

Why did Rashi and the midrash need to identify the seventieth 

person? Do they reject the view—which I think is correct—that numbers 

in the Torah frequently have meanings other than numerical?  

The number 40, for example, appears in the Bible over 150 times. Of 

these, the words 40 days and 40 nights are found 24 times: each time 

denoting a significance for God and his people. They often represent 
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testing, trial, and transformation periods and signify preparation or 

completion. Forty could also, at times, signify two generations. They do 

not necessarily mean that the event occurred for forty days. 

In contrast, 70 represents a longer period, even a lifetime. It 

appears at least sixty times in the Bible and is considered significant. It 

comprises the sum of two perfect numbers: seven, which represents 

perfection, and ten, which reminds us of God’s laws.  

Why the New Testament has 75 

The New Testament book Acts 7:14 increases the number to 75, “Then 

Joseph sent and called his father Jacob and all his relatives to him, 

seventy-five people.” Although we do not know why, some say that the 

count includes grandsons, great-grandsons, and possibly some of the 

wives. 

Biblical language and behavior 

We saw that the language used in the Torah was ancient Hebrew, not the 

Hebrew of today. This is understandable. If Shakespeare had written his 

widely accepted plays in Modern English, would his audience still have 

accepted them? 

It is doubtful. They would have thought Shakespeare was mocking 

them by writing in gibberish, and the Israelites in Moses’s day would 

have reacted similarly. 

Language was only one problem. While the Torah allows the 

continuation of misguided behaviors like slavery and sacrifices because 

of the mindset of the ancient people when the laws were promulgated, 

the rabbis understood that the Torah wanted better, more humane 
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behavior. Therefore, the Torah allowed what the people considered 

proper, but hinted that the rules must be changed. 

For example, Exodus 21:1–24:1 begins with laws concerning a 

Hebrew Slave. It continues with laws when a man sells his daughter as a 

slave, a death sentence to a person who kills another, the law of an 

accidental killing, injuries punished as “an eye for an eye,” striking a 

father or mother, and kidnapping, which demands the death penalty. The 

rabbis changed all of these listed laws, which may surprise many, 

because they saw multiple hints in the Torah that it wanted the change. 

Maimonides 

Exodus 13:17–18 states: “It happened when Pharaoh let the people leave. 

God did not lead them by the way of the land of the Philistines, although 

it was near. God said that He did so because ‘the people might change 

their minds when they see war and return to Egypt.’ So, God led the 

people through the wilderness by the Red Sea.” 

Maimonides explains in his Guide for the Perplexed 3:32 (in the 

translation by Friedlander), “Here God led the people about from the 

direct road which He originally intended, because He feared they might 

meet on that way with hardships too great for their ordinary strength; He 

took them by another road to obtain thereby His original object. In the 

same manner, God refrained from prescribing what the people by their 

natural disposition would be incapable of obeying ... It is contrary to 

man’s nature that he should suddenly abandon all the different kinds of 

Divine service and the different customs in which he has been brought 

up, and which have been so general, that they were considered as a matter 

of course; it would be just as if a person trained to work as a slave with 
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mortar and bricks, or similar things, should interrupt his work, clean his 

hands, and at once fight with real giants. It was the result of God’s 

wisdom that the Israelites were led about in the wilderness till they 

acquired courage.” 

Many rabbis agreed with Maimonides. 

What did we learn by questioning the Bible? 

After raising four seemingly simple questions, we saw answers that 

explained much about the Torah. The few examples of the many that 

could be presented show that we learn much from asking questions, 

studying, and seeking answers. We learned from four questions: 

1. A single letter can raise questions. 

2. Even translating commonly known words benai Yisrael as 

“children of Israel” is disputed. 

3. Rabbis recognize that there is no clear, obvious, and specific 

answer to the questions raised. Rabbis often disagree about 

the answers, but they all agree that we can learn much by 

questioning the Bible and seeking answers that fit the goal 

of the Torah.  

4. The goal of the Torah is not for people to sit back and read 

it, but to learn from it and act accordingly. 

5. Rabbis Akiva and Ishmael use two methodologies to 

interpret the Bible. Akiva interprets words he considers 

superfluous as teaching a new lesson. Ishmael disagrees. 

There are other ways in addition to these two. Some say 

seventy ways, meaning many. 
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6. We saw that biblical numbers have purposes other than 

counting. As we just said, 70 does not mean only 69 plus 1. 

It can also mean many. 

7. We saw that the language used in the Torah was ancient 

Hebrew. What surprised many readers was that the rabbis 

also saw many laws in the Torah that needed to be changed. 

While people needed these laws in ancient times, such as 

slavery and sacrifices, they are no longer applicable in 

modern times.  

8. It is a shame that many scholars did not understand this. As 

a result, instead of praising the Torah for hinting at the need 

to change laws to teach humane behavior, they 

misunderstood and blasted the Torah for allowing such 

things as slavery and sacrifices. 
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Chapter Two 

 The Second Portion Also Shows the Value of Questioning 

The second biblical portion of Exodus, Va’eira (Exodus 6:8–9:35), and 

the portions that precede and follow it highlight the many traditional 

Jewish values that readers who question the Bible take from it. Let’s look 

at four more examples. 

Does God have a name? 

In Exodus 6:3, God tells Moses: “I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob as El Shaddai, but by My name Y-H-V-H I was not known to 

them.” 

This verse seems to indicate that both El Shaddai and Y-H-V-H are 

names. This is not true. While many people think we know God’s name 

or names, the truth is that all of the words attributed to God describe how 

humans perceive Him. 

For example: 

Several ancient cultures used the term El to indicate “God.” The 

word tells us nothing about God. Jews also use it, as in the name Israel. 

Not realizing that the last two letters mean God, many Americans spell 

the name “Israel” because real is spelled this way. 

Elohim is also not a name. It is the plural of El. While we do not 

know why the plural was used, I think it indicates that our Jewish 

conception of God’s power is stronger than the power of other gods. 

This is also the meaning of El Shaddai, “an almighty God.” 

Y-H-V-H is not a name, but rather a description of how humans 

understand God. It implies nothing other than God’s existence; the 
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word’s root means “exists.” The word denotes that God existed in 

ancient times, exists now, and will do so in the future. 

In short, these and other words are descriptive adjectives that some 

interpret as names of God. As I have frequently pointed out, God told 

Moses in Exodus 33:19–23, “You cannot know anything about Me other 

than what I created or formed.” Moses reiterates this lesson in 

Deuteronomy 32:1, which states that heaven and earth are the two 

witnesses who reveal what we can know about God. 

Did God cause Pharaoh to refuse to release the Israelites?  

Several places in Exodus describe God hardening Pharaoh’s heart, 

meaning his ability to decide on his own, including: 

 Exodus 4:21: God says He will harden Pharaoh’s heart.  

 Exodus 7:3: God says He will harden Pharaoh’s heart.  

 Exodus 9:12: “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” after a plague of 

boils.  

 Exodus 10:1 and 10:20: God announces that He has “hardened 

Pharaoh’s heart” after a plague of locusts.  

 Exodus 11:10: “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart” before the 

firstborn of Egypt were killed.  

 Exodus 14:4, 14:8, 14:17: “God hardened the heart of Pharaoh” 

before he pursued the Israelites.  

There are multiple instances in the Torah where God is said to have 

done something. These include the Ten Plagues, God causing the huge 

fish to do what God wanted to Jonah, the destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah, God testing Abraham, and God preventing Pharaoh from 

releasing the Israelites. 
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In his Guide for the Perplexed 2:48, Maimonides explains that 

whenever the Bible states that God did something, it should be 

understood that the event occurred according to the laws of nature. God 

created a perfect world that will continue to do as God wants because the 

laws of nature are perfect and exactly what God wants. God is not like a 

human plumber who needs to return to refix a pipe. 

Why does the Bible say God caused it? Maimonides explains that 

this indicates that God was the ultimate cause because He created the 

laws of nature.  

Biblical words have different meanings today 

In Exodus 6:9, Moses arrives in Egypt and tells his people about his 

encounter with God, but they do not “listen.” The Hebrew shame’u is a 

form of the word Shema in Deuteronomy 6:4, which many translate as 

“Hear Israel, the Lord is our God.” In Guide 1:45, Maimonides, as 

Targum Onkelos did before him, explains that the biblical word “accept” 

means “obey.”3  

Similarly, while the Hebrew word nefesh is translated as “soul” 

today, it only means a person in the Bible. The Bible does not mention 

or discuss a soul. 

Most Israelites in Egypt were unworthy of being liberated 

Maimonides comments upon the Mishnah Avot 5:4: “Ten miracles were 

performed for our ancestors in Egypt, and ten at the (Red) Sea.” He 

explains that the ten in Egypt refers to the ten plagues by which the 

Israelites were saved. 

                                                            
3  Onkelos also gives this translation in Exodus 22:21-23 and elsewhere. 
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Rashi and Midrash Mekhilta offer surprisingly different 

interpretations of Exodus 13:18. Verse 13:18 states that the Israelites 

exited Egypt hamushim, which most translators understand to mean 

“armed.” Still, they translate it as a fifth survived, and as many as four-

fifths of the Israelites died during the three-day plague of darkness. 

Rashi and Mekhilta are expressing a terrible truth about the Jewish 

people. Unfortunately, they are correct. 

The rabbis have pointed out many instances where Jews cause 

calamities to other Jews. There is even the widespread belief of many 

that the Second Temple would not have been destroyed if Jews were able 

to get along with each other. The rabbis called it sinat chinam, “baseless 

hatred.” Groups of Jews just before and during the destruction of the 

Second Temple hated fellow Jews simply because of a difference of 

opinion. The sinat chinam not only resulted in the destruction of the 

temple and the loss of thousands of lives, but many, though not all, Jews 

were exiled from Israel for some 2,000 years.  

We see sinat chinam existing today. 

Abraham ibn Ezra (1089–1167) focused on sinat chinam in his 

commentary on Leviticus 19:17. He writes that when Jews fully adopt 

the biblical command to “Love one’s neighbor” in Leviticus 19:17— 

which many Jews consider the basic concept of the Torah—Jews will 

merit the messianic age and return to Israel. He correctly points out that 

this will occur because the command to love one’s neighbor is the 

opposite of sinat chinam, which caused the exile.  
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Chapter Three 

When Do the Year and Day Begin? 

Maimonides defines the title of the third Exodus portion, Bo, 10:1–13:16, 

in his Guide 1:2 as meaning both “come” and “enter.” The Aramaic 

translation uses the Aramaic ul, which means “enter.” The portion 

reveals that the Bible has different views of when the year and day begin 

than is practiced today, and that we do not observe Passover as dictated 

in the Torah. 

Is one of the first biblical commands ignored? 

Exodus 12:2 commands: “This month shall be the first month for you; it 

shall be the first of the months of the year for you.” “This month” refers 

to the month of the exodus, the month that the exiled Judeans in Babylon 

began to call “Nisan,” a Babylonian name. They did so after the 

Babylonians destroyed the First Temple in 586 BCE. 

However, while the Torah in 12:2 identifies the spring month as the 

start of the year, Judeans in Babylon changed the rule by selecting the 

seventh Autumn month, which they named Tishri. 

The Jews later observed a biblical holiday called Yom Teruah, also 

known as Yom Zichron Teruah. It is “A Day of Sounding the Horn” and 

“A Day of Remembering (by) the Sounding of the Horn” on the first day 

of the seventh month. On this day, the Israelites focused on the 

significance of “Seven.” Seven recalls the Sabbath and teaches that there 

is a God who gave commands. They renamed the biblical holiday Rosh 

Hashanah, “New Year.”  
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When the biblical holiday Yom Hakippurim, “The Day of 

Repentances” (plural)—a day when the High priest repented on his and 

the people’s behalf by offering sacrifices in the temple—ceased, Jews 

created a new holiday called Yom Kippur (singular). As a result, the 

month of Tishrei became a month of introspection and improvement. 

This history has meaning. There are two New Year's today in 

Judaism. The first is the joyous biblical Spring month of Nissan when 

nature begins to bloom, the weather is delightful, and the Passover is 

joyful. The second new year is in the Autumn month of Tishrei, when 

nature is retired, days may seem gloomy, and Jews feel the need to 

improve. 

We need them both.  

Why must the Paschal sacrifice be finished before morning? 

We might expect a different law to apply: Do not keep a sacrifice after 

nightfall, that is, until the end of the day, because a new day starts in the 

evening. Why does 12:10 state,” You must let nothing of it remain until 

morning”? 

It is well known that Jews today begin their day at sunset, not at 

midnight or at daybreak, but this was not always so. Many scholars, 

including Rashi’s brilliant rational grandson Rashbam (circa 1085–

1158),4 are convinced that the Israelite day started at daybreak in biblical 

times. It seems possible that when the Judeans were exiled to Babylon 

and the Second Temple was destroyed in 586 BCE, they adopted the 

Babylonian practice of beginning the day with the prior evening. 

                                                            
4  Commentary on Genesis 1:5. 
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We know for sure that the day began in the Temple at daybreak, and 

it is assumed that the priests in the Temple retained the ancient practice 

for as long as the Temple existed. When the Bible states, “there was 

evening, and there was morning, one day” in Genesis 1:5, its meaning is 

literal: God completed what was said earlier during the “daylight 

period,” and this was followed by evening, and when morning came, the 

day ended—“one day.” In Hebrew, there are erev and boker. The first 

means “evening,” and the second “morning” or “daybreak.” It does not 

mean “a full day,” as most people who feel the day begins in the evening 

prefer to understand it.5 

Daniel Sperber points out that scholars believe the Sadducees, who 

lived in the later centuries of the Second Temple period, continued the 

ancient custom of starting the day at dawn. He mentions that some 

Karaites, a sect that started in the ninth century and followed many 

Sadducean traditions, began the Sabbath on Saturday morning.6 

 Thus, the Sabbath in biblical times began on Saturday morning and 

ended on Sunday morning, just as any other day did. The day continued 

to start at daybreak until the Jews changed the practice during the 

Babylonian exile, influenced by the surrounding culture.  

                                                            
5  People interested in this subject can find a detailed discussion in Rabbinic Essays by Jacob 

Z. Lauterbach, 437–470, and Minhagei Yisrael by Daniel Sperber, 134–141, and the sources 
mentioned in these essays. 

6  Abraham ibn Ezra mentions the Karaite Sabbath procedure and criticizes them with bitter 
vitriolic language. He contends that Genesis 1:5 does not say that the day begins at dawn. 
Scholars noticed that Ibn Ezra uses strong language against many literal readings that 
Karaites made of Scripture and remembered that Ibn Ezra himself insisted that the biblical 
text should be read literally. They concluded, as Hamlet in Shakespeare’s play, “The [man] 
doth protest too much, methinks;” and that he wrote these views to teach them to the 
“enlightened” while hiding his true view from the “pious” by his vitriolic language. 
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Why must leaven products be removed from homes in 13:7?  

Why is this rule so strict? Why doesn’t the Torah only restrict the use of 

leavened products during the Festival of the Unleavened Bread? 

We do not know, but it is reasonable to assume that the Torah wanted 

to stress the importance of the exodus because it marks the first stage in 

the creation of the Jewish nation and is a significant part of Jewish 

history. 

Do we still observe Passover today? 

The Torah introduced two different holidays to commemorate the 

Egyptian exodus. The first, occurring for one day on the fourteenth of 

the month, is called Pesach, usually translated as “Passover.” It recalls 

that God metaphorically “passed over” the Israelite homes when the 

plague of killing firstborns occurred. This holiday is observed by 

sacrificing and eating the Paschal Lamb. 

The second holiday was called Chag Hamatzot, the “Festival of the 

Unleavened Bread.” It began on the fifteenth of the month and lasted 

seven days. 

A professor made a mistake 

I once heard a lecture by a rabbi and university professor, as follows. 

“We all know that when we celebrate Passover, we ask four 

questions at the Seder meal. The four begin with a general question, 

‘Why is this night different than all other nights?’ You do not know that 

this night (between the fourteenth and the fiftieth) was different during 

the early biblical period than all other nights during the year. Two 

holidays were celebrated simultaneously. The festival of Passover on the 

fourteenth of the month was still observed that night, at the same time as 
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the holiday of the Festival of the Unleavened Bread, which began at 

sunset.” 

The professor did not know that other scholars knew that the day 

began in the morning in early biblical times. So, the holiday of Passover, 

which started on the morning of the fourteenth, did not end until the 

morning of the fifteenth. So, the Israelites could eat the Paschal Sacrifice 

until morning when the Holiday of the unleavened bread began.  

Returning to our question, do we observe Passover today? 

The answer is no and yes. 

When the Second Temple was destroyed in 70 CE, sacrifices ceased. 

Since then, holidays such as Yom Hakippurim, when the High Priest 

brought many sacrifices, and Pesach, when Jews ate the Paschal Lamb, 

ended. Yom Hakippurim was replaced with Yom Kippur. Pesach, which 

occurred on the fourteenth of the month, ended but was not replaced. 

However, to remember Pesach, the seven-day holiday of the Festival of 

the Unleavened Bread, from the fifteenth to the twenty-first, was 

renamed Passover.  

However, this second holiday retains its original name in the prayer 

books; Siddurim and Machzors.  
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Chapter Four 

How Should We Understand the Egyptian Ten Plagues? 

After at least two centuries and the affliction of the Egyptians with ten 

plagues, Pharaoh sent the Israelites from Egypt, although changing his 

mind and trying to bring them back to slavery. The Egyptians, or more 

precisely, some of them and some of their leaders, acted cruelly to the 

Israelites and suffered the ten plagues. The Israelites were also far from 

perfect. The biblical portion Beshalach, Exodus 13:17–18:16, states that 

God could not lead the former slaves straight north to Canaan through 

the land of the Philistines, even though it was the shortest way to 

Canaan, because when the people would see the warlike Philistines, they 

would tremble in fear and want to return to the safety of slavery. 

How should we understand the treatment of the Egyptians with ten 

plagues and the Israelites with a prolonged journey? 

Did God cause the plagues and enlarge the Israelite travel? 

There are three possible approaches.  

1. God is involved and punishes evildoers with a punishment 

that fits their crime, called in Hebrew midah keneged midah, 

“measure for measure.” Cain wanted to remove Abel from 

his family, so God banished him from his family. We do not 

know what misdeed the people of Sodom and Gomorrah 

committed, but perhaps they did what they did with fiery 

enthusiasm, bringing about their destruction with fire. The 

Egyptians killed male Israelite children by tossing them into 

the river (Exodus 1:22), so the plagues started with the 
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pollution of the Egyptian river, and the disease spread. This 

view fails to answer why innocents died. 

2. Alternatively, we can view the “punishments” as natural 

consequences that do not involve God directly. Maimonides 

states in his Guide of the Perplexed 2:48 that when the Torah 

states that God did or said something, God did not do it. 

What occurred happened by the laws of nature. The Bible 

states that God did it because God developed the laws of 

nature.  

This explains why innocents suffer when others do wrong. 

Under the laws of nature, consequences affect both the guilty 

and the innocent nearby. These consequences also affect 

future generations, as stated in Exodus 20:5, “Visiting the 

iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and 

fourth generation.”  

3. As I pointed out in past writings, the Torah generally uses 

hyperbole, exaggerating what is essential to highlight the 

event. This does not mean that the Torah is not telling the 

truth. For example, although the Torah repeatedly states that 

Moses spoke to all the people, Moses could not speak to 

them all at once. The hyperbole informs us that Moses 

ensured that every Israelite knew what he wanted to 

communicate.  

Similarly, when the Torah in Exodus 12:29 states that God 

smote the firstborn in the land of Egypt, including that of 

Pharaoh, the captives, and the livestock. The hyperbole is 
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that while not everyone died, the effectiveness of the plague, 

beginning with the pollution of the Nile, spread so far that it 

killed animals, and many of the most honored and protected 

among the Egyptians.  

My understanding 

1. I prefer the second and third ways of understanding the 

Torah, and I am adding other comments. 

2. Why does the Torah say that plagues and other destructions 

were performed by God when the truth is that they are part 

of the laws of nature that God created or formed? 

3. The Spanish Jewish philosopher and rabbi Joseph Albo 

(1380–1444) explained Maimonides’s view in his 

masterpiece Sefer Ha-`Ikkarim 2:14. Prophets need to lead 

people to understand God. However, the general public 

cannot accept the divine laws except when they fear 

punishment. Therefore, although all that God provided on 

earth and heaven are good, and instituted the laws of nature 

to control the world, the law of nature, like all laws, will 

sometimes harm people, like strong winds that clean the air, 

but might harm some people. Since some people need the 

fear of punishment to act appropriately, prophets frequently 

needed to say, as they did regarding plagues and other 

calamities, that the afflictions are punishments from God. 

4. The wording of the plagues generally suggests that they were 

natural events. The Torah does not say that God declared the 

plague. Instead, God uses natural forces, such as wind, to 
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bring about the devastation. Some scholars say that the 

plague of darkness was a solar eclipse. Others, myself 

included, understand it as a metaphoric way of saying that 

many Egyptians became depressed and felt that the light left 

their lives because of the recent tragedies. 

5. One final note. Significantly, the Israelites are withheld from 

harming the Egyptians. Only God, through the laws of 

nature, harms them. Indeed, the Torah states thirty-six times 

that we must love the stranger. 

Summary 

In summary, we can interpret the Bible by understanding that God 

directly punishes people according to their actions or that the laws of 

nature are such that every act has consequences and that the 

consequences of evil acts frequently hurt innocent people, even members 

of the actor’s family, and the hurt can continue for generations. 
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Chapter Five 

What Do the Ten Commandments Really Say? 

The Decalogue, which most people mistakenly call “The Ten 

Commandments,” is found in the fifth book of Exodus, Yitro, and is 

repeated with many changes in the fifth chapter of Deuteronomy. Some 

Jewish philosophers, rabbis, and non-Jews disagreed over what exactly 

the Bible was saying in these statements. The philosopher Philo, who 

lived at the beginning of the Common Era, is an example. I will devote 

this essay to two subjects. First, I will show that there are far more than 

ten commands and that not everyone understands them in the same way. 

Second, I will describe how the famed Jewish philosopher Philo 

understood them. 

There are not ten commandments 

The oft-used term “Ten Commandments” is incorrect. Scholars and 

clerics know that there are more than ten commands in the Decalogue, 

although they differ on exactly how many. The correct term for the 

document used by the Torah itself is aseret hadivarim, “Ten 

Statements.” The Greek name “Decalogue” means the same. The ten 

statements contain far more than ten commands. How many? Opinions 

differ. 

For example, the consensus is that the first sentence, beginning “I am 

the Lord your God,” is the first command, even though no command is 

explicit in the words. It appears as a separate command in the picture of 

the two tablets in synagogues. However, others, such as the Masorites 

discussed below, are convinced it is not a command at all, but rather God 
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being introduced to the Israelites. Others interpret it to require belief in 

the existence of God. Maimonides reads it as a requirement to study, use 

our intelligence, and learn to “know” as much as we can about God. 

This is consistent with Exodus 33:18–23, in which Moses requests 

God to reveal Himself to Moses. God replies that humans cannot see or 

even understand God. However, they can understand what God 

produced. Moses explains this in Deuteronomy 32:1. He states that the 

heaven and earth, in effect, all that God created and formed, serve as the 

two witnesses regarding the existence of God. The more we know about 

these two, the more we know about God. 

Many people consider the second command to be more than a single 

mandate. There are at least four: (1) Have no other gods except the God 

who brought the Israelites out of Egypt, (2) Make no image of God, (3) 

Make no image of anything on earth, the heaven, or in the water, (4) Do 

not bow down to them, and (5) Do not serve them. Thus, so far, we have 

not two but six commands. 

Dividing the commands 

There are even different opinions among Jews about how to divide the 

ten statements. The Masorites combined what most Jews today consider 

the first two statements into one and split the last into two.  

Masorites lived during the second half of the first millennium. They 

were the Jewish scholars who determined the correct wording of the 

Torah and, among other things, the spacing of Torah sentences and 

paragraphs.  

The term Masorites derives from the Hebrew masora, which means 

“tradition.” They were so-called because they established or continued 
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the traditions of the Torah. Their spacing of the Decalogue is found in 

the Torah scrolls used during the Torah reading in synagogues. Thus, it 

is remarkable that Jewry does not accept their view of the spacing of the 

Decalogue, the one in the Torah scrolls. 

How should we interpret the prohibitions? 

Another difficulty with the Decalogue is how to interpret the 

prohibitions. For example, the second statement says that we may make 

no image of items on earth, in heaven, or in water. Yet, contrary to the 

explicit prohibition in the Decalogue, the rabbis permit the making and 

ownership of pictures and statutes.  

The third commonly thought command is not to take God’s name in 

vain. What does this mean? Rabbis Yochanon and Resh Lakish say in 

Berakhot 33a that people violate the command if they make an 

unnecessary blessing. The Talmud in Shabbat 120a says it refers to a 

false oath. There are other ideas. Adding just these two brings us to eight 

prohibitions, not three. 

The commonly thought of fourth command in Exodus is “Remember 

the Sabbath Day and make it holy,” while Deuteronomy says, “Observe 

the Sabbath.” Midrash Mekhilta and other sources say these are two 

commands. Deuteronomy requires observing Saturday as the Sabbath, 

while Exodus requires Jews to spend the whole week before Saturday 

thinking about and preparing for it. How does one make Shabbat holy? 

Pesachim 106a states that this is a command to remember the Sabbath 

both on Friday night and during the Saturday meal with a blessing over 

wine.  
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Many rabbis note that the command begins by saying, “You should 

work six days.” They consider this an additional command. The rabbis 

mentioned in the Talmud who were not teaching in a school even worked 

in shoe stores. Maimonides ruled that rabbis should not be paid for 

teaching about Judaism. We have now surpassed four commands and are 

up to twelve. 

My father, Rabbi Nathan Drazin, followed Maimonides’s rule. He 

wanted to be a rabbi and teach his congregants, but he accepted a salary 

from the congregation that was a small fraction of what rabbis get today. 

Some decades ago, he criticized a close friend and fellow rabbi for giving 

a certification for a soda for Passover and getting paid for it. When he 

saw stores advertising that they were selling non-kosher food as kosher, 

he and a judge from his congregation approached the mayor of 

Baltimore. They requested that they be designated officers who could 

inspect stores to determine whether they were selling non-kosher food 

and advertising it as kosher. They did this for years without requesting 

payment.  

Since that time, what Dad’s fellow rabbi did has exploded into about 

a dozen organizations that charge and subsequently make a lot of money, 

using some of the funds to support family members who do not work but 

spend time “studying” the Talmud while their wives work. The result is 

that while non-Jewish stores reduce prices for non-Jewish holidays, 

Jewish stores are forced to increase their prices to supplement the costs 

of kosher certification, resulting in some of them buying and selling non-

kosher foods. 
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The fifth command is to honor your father and mother. Elsewhere, 

Midrash Mekhilta notes that the Torah states, “A man must fear his 

mother and father.” Why the difference? What if your father’s wife is 

not your biological mother? Mekhilta derives several other laws from 

this. We now have not five, but more than fifteen laws. 

Abraham ibn Ezra gives a very wise interpretation of the final words 

of this prohibition: “so that your days on the land that the Lord God gives 

you will be lengthened.” This does not refer to the afterlife. The Torah 

says that if you treat your parents well, your children will see and copy 

your behavior in how they treat you. This will result in a more 

pleasurable old age and a longer lifespan. 

Just as the first five commands are interpreted to include more than 

five, so too do the last five.  

For example, the last statement (or the last two, according to the 

Masorites) forbids coveting what does not belong to us. Does this 

prohibit mental desires or only the improper taking of another person’s 

object? Midrash Mekhilta notes that Deuteronomy uses two different 

words indicating that the law is violated if one has physical intercourse, 

or desires it. Thus, here too, this is more than a single prohibition.  

Philo 

The following are some of the many things that the philosopher Philo 

(20 BCE –50 CE) wrote about the Decalogue:7 

1. Philo accepted the current understanding of the Decalogue, 

not the teaching of the Masorites. He divided the first 

                                                            
7  The source for the quotes is Torah from Alexandria, Philo as A Biblical Commentator, 

Exodus, by Rabbi Michael Leo Samuel, Kodesh Press, 2014.  
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statement into two and combined the last two. He called and 

treated the document as the Ten Commandments, even 

though it clearly has more than ten.  

2. Like Saadiah Gaon (882–942), Philo considered the 

commands as “generic rules, comprehending nearly all 

offenses.” In other words, one can see that any wrong 

committed by people can be subsumed under one of the 

general ten laws.8 

3. God did not “speak” the commands because God is not 

anthropomorphic; God does not have vocal cords allowing 

speech. God created a miraculous sound that spoke the 

commands. 

4. The Greek Septuagint translation had two distinct orders for 

the Decalogue, different from all other translations that 

parallel our Masoretic text. Our text is: You shall not murder 

… commit adultery …, or steal in Exodus 20 and 

Deuteronomy 5. The Septuagint changes the order in Exodus 

to adultery … steal …, and murder, and in Deuteronomy to 

adultery … murder …, and steal. Philo accepted the 

Septuagint order.  

5. Philo states that the first four commands deal with relations 

between man and God. The fifth command, about honoring 

parents, focuses on both honoring God and treating people 

properly. The remaining five are commands dealing with 

                                                            
8  Why did they consider the ten commands as ten categories? We do not know. It is possible 

that they thought that since the Decalogue is described in the Torah as being promulgated 
in a miraculous manner, different than all other commands, it must have special significance.  
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human relations. They begin with adultery (in the Septuagint 

and Philo order) because, according to them, adultery is the 

greatest of crimes. 

6. The first law (“I am the Lord”) opposes the polytheistic 

doctrine and teaches that one sole governor rules the world.”  

7. The second forbids idol-making “so that the only true God 

might be honored in truth and simplicity.”9 God does not 

need honor, but God desires to aid humans from going astray 

and teach them to follow natural law. 

8. The third prohibits the wrongful use of God’s name, which 

restrains people from taking unnecessary oaths. 

9. The fourth commandment about the Sabbath obligates 

people to work during the other six days of the week and to 

use the seventh day to contemplate how to improve oneself. 

It requires people to give rest to servants and even animals. 

It teaches that people should become self-reliant and not 

depend on servants and animals; servants should not despair 

of better times that lie ahead; and people should be sensitive 

to the needs and feelings of animals. Contrary to the Greek 

society in which he lived, Philo felt that slavery was an 

affront to God and humanity.  

10. The fifth requires honoring parents. This is both a human 

and divine-oriented command. People must learn how to 

reciprocate with service to those who have done them a 

                                                            
9  This concept of worshiping God in a very simple manner stresses acting properly with 

fellow humans rather than pompous grandiose religious observances. 
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service. The command teaches that we must reciprocate not 

only to parents, but to God, nature, all people, and 

everything. 

11. Philo’s sixth law bars adultery. As previously noted, it is 

“the greatest of all violations of the law.” It has as its source 

the love of pleasure that enervates the body and destroys the 

chance for proper improvement. It affects three people and 

their families: the husband, the adulterer, and the wife.  

12. The seventh in Philo’s order of Exodus 20 is murder, an act 

of sacrilege, for humans are godlike and should be civilized 

and act with reason. Murder robs a person of the sacred gift 

given by God: life.  

13. The eighth in his Exodus order is stealing. A thief is an 

enemy of the State and all that a State stands for. Stealing 

one object leads to other transgressions, thus developing 

progressively worse habits.  

14. The ninth outlawing, being a false witness, can produce 

“every kind of terrible danger.” Such a person corrupts the 

truth, the most sacred treasure we can expect to own.  

15. Philo understands that the tenth, the prohibition against 

“covetousness,” bans improper desires, not deeds.10 

Covetous desires are the original passion from which all 

                                                            
10  In his Guide of the Perplexed 3:50, Maimonides explains, like Philo that people need to 

learn to control their desires. However, as a matter of halakha, “law,” Maimonides states (in 
Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Geneivah 1:9) that the rabbis understood that it is the acts that the 
Torah forbids. 
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other mischiefs emanate. People need to learn to become 

obedient to the laws of moderation.  

16. There are many differences of opinion on how to interpret 

the Decalogue, which is good. We can learn from each 

differing opinion. What is significant is that many cultures 

and religions have learned much from the Decalogue. 
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Chapter Six 

Common Sense Laws in Mishpatim 

The weekly biblical portion of Mishpatim (Exodus 21:1–24:18) contains 

many common-sense rules that demonstrate how the Torah humanized 

ancient laws in other cultures; I will give some examples. As the Torah 

intended, these laws reflect the ancient rabbis’ understanding of the laws 

called “Oral Laws” or “Rabbinical Judaism.” The rabbis understood 

that the Torah spoke to primitive people who could only accept primitive 

ideas. However, the Torah demanded that the rabbis humanize these 

laws to benefit all that God provided. 

The first example is from an ancient culture, such as the Hammurabi 

Code, which stated, “If a man put out the eye of another man, his eye 

shall be put out.” However, in the Babylonian Talmud Bava Kama 84a, 

rabbis understood from multiple hints in the Torah that this cruel 

punishment should not be inflicted, but rather that the offender must pay 

monetary compensation.  

Another example is the treatment of non-citizens. Other ancient 

cultures saw outsiders as inferior and treated them as such, even calling 

them Barbarians. Exodus 22:20 states that the Israelites must treat non-

Israelites as they want others to treat them. So important is this message 

that it is repeated 36 times in the Torah. Many Jews and non-Jews see 

the command to love others as you love yourself as a fundamental lesson 

in the Torah.  

The German-Jewish philosopher Herman Cohen (1842–1918) wrote, 

“The stranger was to be protected, although he was not a member of 
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one’s family, clan, religion, community, or people, simply because he 

was a human being. In the stranger, therefore, man discovered the idea 

of humanity.” 

The Torah taught in the Decalogue that people should not be passive, 

but work to improve themselves and all that God provided for six days. 

It introduced the idea of a day of rest, the Shabbat, every seventh day. 

Remarkably, it required Jews to not only treat themselves, but also give 

rest not only to the people who worked for them, but also to their animals. 

Because of the primitive nature of the Israelites when they were 

given the Torah, the Torah had to allow the continuation of primitive acts 

such as slavery while giving broad hints to humanize them. An example 

is the requirement in this biblical portion that if you take a man as a slave, 

you must support his wife and children. 

While the Hammurabi Code required cutting off a slave’s ear if he 

wanted to be free, the Torah ruled in this portion that a slave’s ear was 

just pierced for wishing to remain a slave (because slavery is wrong) 

All too often, people allow themselves to be led astray by large 

groups or majority opinions. Like animals, they tend to follow the herd. 

Exodus 23:2 tells people not to side with the mighty to do wrong. 
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Chapter Seven 

Common Sense Teachings in Terumah 

The seventh Exodus portion, Terumah (25:1–27:19), is read every year. 

After reading all the portions of the Pentateuch (the Five Books of 

Moses), the cycle begins again, giving people a yearly look at the entire 

Pentateuch. Terumah, like all other biblical portions, gives readers 

many common-sense teachings that help them improve themselves and 

all that God provided. This is why the Torah was gifted to humanity. I 

will give some sensible ideas in Terumah. 

First, a severe problem 

The idea established by Jewish ancestors of reading the entire Pentateuch 

yearly and deriving benefits from it is very sensible. But very few people 

take advantage of this gift. 

They pay scant attention to the Torah reading in the synagogue, do 

not bother to read it at home, and get as much out of the portion as people 

who never open the Bible, and mock people who read it.  

This terrible situation is similar to the treatment of most Jews, even 

many pious Jews, when they recite prayers. They rush through the 

reading and do not take time to see and understand what they are reading. 

Most people think the prayers contain the basic teachings of Judaism. 

This is not true. 

The prayer books are a collection of ancient writings that present 

many strikingly different ideas. There are mystical and rational ideas, 

ideas contrary to Judaism, such as Psalm 96, which states that other gods 
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bow to our God, and statements that, when taken literally, are stupid, 

such as thanking God for not making us women. 

Why are these ancient ideas contained in the prayer book?  

They are collected to prompt readers to think, decide whether to 

accept or dismiss them, and learn by thinking about what is said. 

This is why the verb used to describe reading the prayer book is 

lihitpallel, meaning “judge oneself.” Prayer is not a time to beg for help. 

It is a time to read our ancestors’ many different, often conflicting ideas, 

consider whether you agree, ask yourself why you are reacting as you 

are, and think about improving yourself and all that God gifted us. 

Yet, as with wasting precious time and ignoring the lessons of the 

Pentateuch, even pious worshipers rush through the reading as if it were 

a vaccination to improve the mental and physical well-being of the reader 

while providing no actual benefit at all.  

Shouldn’t sensible people realize that they are destroying themselves 

with their rush-reading and that their behavior does not lead to a 

reasonable, wise, and healthy life? Is it sensible to think that God is 

pleased with the babble that is as meaningful as the chatter of an 

eleventh-month-old baby? 

Temples and synagogues 

The discussion of the Torah and prayer at home and in the synagogue 

suggests that since they are misused, they are no longer useful.  

What is the history of the temples?  

The portion of Terumah contains a positive command to make a 

temple. However, the house of God built by Moses was only temporary. 

When Joshua, his successor, brought the Israelites into Canaan, he 
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established a tabernacle in Gilgal, which was used for the fourteen years 

that the Israelites fought to conquer the land. A house of stones followed 

this tabernacle in Gilgal in Shilo. It had no roof, yet it was used for 369 

years. The last high priest at Shilo was Eli. It was destroyed when Eli 

died. The Israelites built temples at Nob and Gibeon, where the prophet 

Samuel served. It lasted for 57 years in these two cities. Then, the temple 

was built in Jerusalem by King Solomon, and the rule was established 

that no temple could be built elsewhere. 

The first Jerusalem temple was destroyed in 586 BCE, rebuilt around 

516 BCE, and destroyed by Rome in 70 CE. It was the last temple, 

replaced by synagogues. 

Neither temples nor synagogues brought peace 

The Talmudic rabbis tell us that the last temple was destroyed because 

of sinat chinam, “baseless hatred” of some Jews to other Jews. If the 

Jews had gotten along with one another, they could have worked out their 

problems with the Romans. 

This leads to two conclusions. (1) Ever since the beginning of time, 

Jews have been unable to get along with other Jews. (2) It seems 

reasonable to say that the worst anti-Semite is a Jew. 

Clearly, most Jews learned insufficient lessons from the Torah, 

prayers, temples, and synagogues. The nineteenth-century Hasidic 

Rebbe Menachem Mendel of Kotzk answered the question, “Where does 

God exist?” by saying, “God exists wherever humans let Him in.” The 

problem is that Jews do not let God or His teachings in. 
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Seven 

The number seven reappears frequently in this portion. 

Seventy elders were appointed to help Moses. Why seventy and not 

20 or a variable number? 

Seven categories of material were used in Moses’s tabernacle. 

The Star of David is not the symbol of the State of Israel. In the days 

of the temples and today, it was and is the seven-branch menorah, the 

candelabrum. It is not the eight-branch menorah of Chanukah. There 

were seven menorahs, each with seven branches, in the temple. 

Both the Star of David and the Chanukah menorah remind us of wars. 

But the Book of Maccabees, written near the time that the Maccabees 

fought to preserve Judaism, explains that when the battle was won, the 

warriors recalled that they were unable to celebrate the eight-day holiday 

of Succot during that time, so they established an eight-day holiday of 

Chanukah to commemorate the event. The story of the oil miracle, which 

could last only one day but lasted eight days, was a later invention. 

The number seven is repeated in Judaism more than a hundred times. 

The ancients recognized seven as an essential number, but assigned it 

superstitious ideas. They saw seven planets, seven openings in the head 

(two eyes, ears, nostrils, and a mouth), and seven parts of the body (head, 

two arms, upper body, lower part, and two feet), and supposed that all of 

life revolved around the number seven. 

Jews also considered seven crucial. However, they associated seven 

with the existence of God, who created the world and placed in it the 

laws of nature that people should learn to understand to improve 
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themselves and all that God has gifted us. God also gave or inspired the 

Torah as a present to do the same. 

Seven is associated with the Sabbath in Judaism, another gift. 

As my father stressed to me some seven decades ago when he drove 

me to the airport to report for Army Active Duty, “Israel, be sure to 

observe Shabbat. For more than you keep Shabbat, the Shabbat will keep 

you.”11 

Shabbat must be kept in mind every day of the week 

People mistakenly think they only need to pay attention to the Shabbat 

on Saturday. 

The Decalogue, wrongly called the Ten Commandments, appears in 

Exodus and Deuteronomy. In Exodus, the law is to “remember” the 

Sabbath Day and treat it as something holy. In Deuteronomy, the law is 

to “observe” the Sabbath. 

The rabbis wrote in the Talmud that God said both. They emphasized 

that while the language of Deuteronomy addressed the need to observe 

the special Sabbath rules on Shabbat, the language of Exodus required 

Jews to think about and prepare for Saturday during each of the six prior 

days. 

My brilliant Dad and the ancient rabbis were correct. 

If Jews would only pay attention to what God gifted humanity, it 

would inaugurate the Messianic Age. 

 

 

                                                            
11  Achad Ha'Am said, “More than the Jews kept Shabbat, Shabbat has kept the Jews.” 
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Chapter Eight 

Thoughtful Ideas in Tetzaveh 

The eighth weekly biblical portion, Tetzaveh (Exodus 27:20–30:10), 

primarily deals with the sanctuary (later called the temple and, later still, 

the synagogue) and the priests who functioned in the first two types of 

buildings that no longer exist. Priests are not prominent in synagogues 

today, but are given honors and functions. While the sanctuary and 

temples no longer exist, and priests have a considerably reduced role in 

synagogues, we can learn much from these ancient items that are 

relevant today. I will give examples from a non-Orthodox Jewish thinker. 

Dennis Prager 

Maimonides wrote that the truth is the truth no matter what its source. 

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, the first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of British 

Mandatory Palestine (1865–1935), wrote similarly that we can learn 

much even from atheists. 

Dennis Prager (born 1948), an American conservative radio talk 

show host and writer, is a good example. He was trained in his youth as 

an Orthodox Jew but later abandoned Orthodoxy, though he maintains 

many traditional Jewish practices and is observant. 

He wrote many books, including a series called The Rational Bible. 

Although I find them interesting, I differ from his views because he takes 

Bible stories literally and is usually convinced that the events really 

happened. I see many events as parables, and read many statements as 

metaphors, hyperbole, and poetry. 
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I disagree, for example, with the following: He asks, “Who was the 

most tragic figure in the Bible?” He answers, “God, because of God’s 

disappointment in humans.” He feels that God has emotions. I do not 

agree that God has emotions.  

True, the Torah mentions that God becomes angry at times. 

However, this is not done to reveal a fact about God, but to frighten 

people who find it hard, if not impossible, to reason. The Torah speaks 

of God’s anger, prompting people to think they will be punished if they 

misbehave, and thus encouraging them to act appropriately. The pagan 

Plato calls this a “Noble Lie.” Maimonides, a Jew, calls this “Essential 

Truths.” The Muslim Ibn Tufayl wrote about it in his philosophical novel 

Hayy ibn Yazqzan. It is one of my favorite books, and I highly 

recommend it. 

Another example of Prager’s statements that I disagree with is his 

reply to the question: “Why did God kill animals in the flood?” He wrote 

that animals were created for human use, and since only one family 

remained after the flood, there was no need for so many animals.  

I agree with Maimonides in the Guide for the Perplexed 2:48 that the 

Torah attributes natural events to God, not because God performed the 

acts that were natural and caused by the forces of nature, but because 

God is the ultimate cause, since He created or formed the laws of nature.  

I also agree with Maimonides, who wrote that animals have feelings, 

so why would God hurt innocent animals? I see the flood as a natural 

event; most likely, not all animals died, and fish weren’t killed. It is even 

possible that the flood only struck a small area. 
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Having said this, I still think Prager has much to offer. He raises 

many good questions and provides many reasonable explanations.  

The following are his ideas about the buildings constructed for God 

and the priests who functioned in them. 

He gives four reasons why it is wrong to say the Torah is filled with 

immorality because, among other of its teachings, animal sacrifices are 

immoral. First, Maimonides taught that God did not desire animal 

sacrifices. The ancient Israelites accepted the primitive notion of their 

pagan neighbors that God needed sacrifices, and the sacrifices of animals 

showed their love for God. The ancients even sacrificed their children.  

Maimonides stressed that the Torah dislikes sacrifices and allows 

them only as concessions. Since the ancient Israelites felt so strongly that 

sacrifices were necessary and that the Torah had prohibited them, they 

would have rejected the Torah in its entirety.  

Prager adds that sacrificing children has not changed as we send 

young men and women to war, and ultimately to suicide missions. 

Second, the majority of humanity that eats animal flesh has no 

legitimate or even logical reason to oppose animal sacrifices on moral 

grounds. They are eating animals without any consideration of the living 

beings killed to satisfy their lusts and stomachs.  

While being forced to allow the killings, the Torah took the murders 

and eating exceptionally seriously. The animals sacrificed were not 

subjected to the cruelties existing in modern slaughtering, and the 

brutalities of how the animals are farmed. 

Third, sacrifices were imbued with sanctity and given noble goals, 

such as atoning for destructive past behaviors and bringing people closer 
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to God. The Hebrew word for sacrifice is korban, which literally means 

bringing one close (to God). 

Fourth, sacrifice teaches that nothing worthwhile comes without 

sacrifice. Parents sacrifice a great deal for their children, spouses 

sacrifice for their marriage, friends sacrifice to maintain friendships, and 

people who desire to improve their lives sacrifice years of fun and leisure 

to learn and improve their skills.  

Prager addresses the traditional Jewish view that priests were males. 

Although others disagree, he contends that the Torah’s depiction of 

women was often remarkably egalitarian. He could have added—as he 

did above when speaking about sacrifices—that the Torah could not tell 

the somewhat primitive Israelites that women were equal to men, but he 

did not mention this. 

Instead, he notes that the first woman, Eve, is described as “a helper 

equal to Adam.” The matriarchs play a decisive role in determining the 

Israelite destiny. Rebecca, not her husband Isaac, guaranteed that Jacob 

would become the third patriarch. A woman saved Moses when Pharaoh 

ordered all male children to be killed. Women also served as prophets. 

Prager then explains that the Torah needed to give the priestly role to 

men and mandated that the priests wear modest clothing to de-sexualize 

religion. Female priests and their sexual activity in their temples were 

significant features of many primitive religions. The Torah stresses 

family, a world-changing role that benefited women and men, Jews and 

non-Jews. 

Behaviors have changed, but not enough. People still focus on sex 

and other personal desires. I think it is tragic that people still haven’t 
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realized the benefits of a proper marriage. If they love their spouses and 

treat each other with mutual trust, their actions will train them to behave 

similarly toward others and inaugurate a messianic era. It is terrible to 

hear that sociologists have found that fifty percent of marriages end in 

divorce, and a third of married spouses hide their income and spending 

from each other. The total of just these two behaviors shows that eighty-

three percent of marriages do not function properly today.  
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Chapter Nine 

Ideas About God, Torah, and the Shabbat 

The ninth weekly biblical reading in Exodus, Ki Tissa (30:11–34:35), 

provides significant details about God, the Torah, and the Shabbat, 

revealing deep meaning and significance that should affect our thinking 

and behavior. 

God’s finger 

Verse 31:18 states that God’s finger composed the two tablets of stone 

containing the Decalogue. The word “Decalogue” is Greek for “Ten 

Statements.” The tablets are commonly misunderstood as the Ten 

Commandments,” even though the Torah does not say it contains ten 

commands, but rather ten statements, which is the meaning of the word 

Decalogue. The tablets contain about 20 commands, but scholars differ 

in their counts. 

The words “finger of God” instead of “hand of God” emphasize that 

every statement in the Decalogue and the entire Torah was carefully 

crafted to convey many important messages to help people be all they 

can be and to do the same for all that God provided.  

It is like the soft, loving stroke from one spouse to another that hints 

of good things to follow. It is the opposite of the firm handshake that a 

man gives to his friends, which shows only friendship.  

God spoke to Moses “face to face.” 

The metaphoric language in verse 33:11, “The Lord spoke to Moses face 

to face,” also highlights the careful composition and importance of the 
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Torah’s words. Loving couples seek to communicate face-to-face rather 

than by letter or telephone because so much more is revealed in close 

encounters. 

The Torah wording reveals that Moses’s understanding of God’s will 

far exceeded that of others before and after him. This is one reason Moses 

is called Moshe Rabbenu, “Moses our teacher,” for he was the best of 

those who taught us. Many also say, “No one was like Moses from Moses 

to Moses.” The first Moses is Moshe Rabbenu. The second was 

Maimonides. 

The Shabbat 

Verse 31:14 reveals much when it calls the Shabbat “holy.” The Hebrew 

word for “holy” is kodesh, meaning “unique,” “set apart,” and “dedicated 

for, or having a special, important purpose.” 

Shabbat is more important than the tabernacle, the temple, and the 

synagogue. Even more important than the Land of Israel. 

Its significance is seen in that it is the only “holy” matter mentioned 

in the Decalogue.  

Mystics use the word Shabbat to refer to the messianic age because 

that age is the ultimate Shabbat, the time of peace, the ultimate period of 

rest.12 

Many Jews stand for at least the first half of the prayer over wine, the 

kiddush, which precedes the Shabbat meal. The first part of the kiddush 

is a quote from the Torah that states God created the world. Traditional 

                                                            
12  An example is the mystical poem Lecha dodi, (composed in the 16th century by Rabbi 

Shlomo Halevi Alkabetz) which is a significant part of the Friday night service. It starts by 
saying, “Come, my beloved, toward the bride, toward the Shabbat.” The author is referring 
to the messianic period, not the seventh day.  



46 

 

Judaism requires witnesses to stand when they testify. Jews emphasize 

that they are testifying to an important matter: the creation and its 

completion before the first Shabbat. 

Unlike much else, the Shabbat does not rely on the physical. It 

focuses on the significance of time.  

It reminds us of the time when God created and formed the world in 

six metaphorical days. On the seventh day, God ceased creating and let 

the forces of nature that God created function, needing no further 

adjustments. So, too, on Shabbat, Jews cease creative acts to recall and 

highlight the supreme creation.  

Like a married couple celebrating their anniversary by focusing on 

each other, the Jew does not focus on outside interests on Shabbat, but 

on God’s activity in ancient times.  

As the couple thinks of love, Jews think of time’s importance. They 

realize that wasting time violates what is most holy and is one of the most 

significant misdeeds.  

Understanding the lessons of this biblical tradition proves the adage 

that in “keeping the Shabbat, the Shabbat will keep you.”13 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
13  See note 12. 
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Chapter Ten 

Sunday vs. Saturday 

The tenth and eleventh weekly Torah readings from Exodus, Vayakhel 

(35:1–38:20) and Pekudei (38:21–40:38) deal with the construction of 

the Tabernacle during Moses’s time. Many readers think the events and 

rules are not significant today because the temples later replaced the 

tabernacle, and neither the tabernacle nor the temple existed after Rome 

destroyed the Second Temple in 70 CE. Today, we have synagogues that 

contain only a few reminders of the temples.  

Yet this thinking is incorrect. The Torah has much to teach us today, 

even when it discusses events and laws that are no longer relevant. The 

following are teachings concerning God and the Shabbat from Vayakhel. 

Some history 

Verse 35:3 was a focal point of much controversy in the later years of 

the Second Temple period, when Jews at that time, as Jews today, were 

unable to get along and work together. The rabbis called the 

disagreements sinat chinam, “meaningless hatred.” Jews were unable to 

rally together, causing them to lose the temple in 70 CE during a Roman 

attack, and many Jews were banished from Israel, resulting in many, but 

not all, Jews not living in the homeland, Israel, for about 2,000 years. 

Among the many controversialists were the Sadducees and Pharisees. 

Verse 35:3 was part of the controversy 

Verse 35:3 commands, “You must not burn a fire in all your dwellings 

on the Sabbath day.” Sadducees insisted that the Sabbath home must not 
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have a fire burning on the Sabbath. It must be dark, sometimes even cold 

and gloomy. Pharisees interpreted the verse to restrict igniting a new fire 

on the Sabbath, and contrary to the Sadducees, they saw the Sabbath as 

a day of light, warmth, and joy. To highlight their view, they instituted 

the practice of lighting candles at home before Shabbat to brighten the 

dwelling on Shabbat. 

Sadducees were associated with the temple and ceased to exist soon 

after its destruction in 70 CE. Jews follow the Pharisaic teaching today. 

The biblical portion Vayakhel reminds us that Jews see Shabbat today as 

a day that teaches many lessons, including a day of light, warmth, and 

joy. 

Jews were not alone in having different views 

The difference of opinion between the Pharisees and the Sadducees is 

similar to the way Jews and Romans interpret Saturday. Jews today, 

following the Pharisaic teaching, think of Saturday as Shabbat, which 

means ceasing. They are reminded that God created and formed the 

universe, and when God stopped working, He left the perfect laws of 

nature for humans to enjoy, laws that needed no future repairs. They are 

thankful for these laws and happy. 

The Romans named the seventh day Saturday, based on the Roman 

god Saturn. The word means “enough.” Saturn’s reign was regarded as 

a time of plenty. They considered Saturn the god of agriculture, wealth, 

and time.  

However, to complicate the matter and show that people cannot 

agree, the word Saturnine, which comes from the name of the Roman 
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god, is far from a cheery word. It describes gloomy, grouchy, glum, 

sulky, sullen, and surly people.  

The Romans had different views about many things. Unfortunately, 

as with Jews and people today, they were unable to get along with fellow 

citizens with other ideas. This led, as it did with Jews, to the destruction 

of their nation. 

This biblical portion should remind us that if people would accept 

the Pharisaic Sabbath interpretation of the world instead of disagreeing 

with each other, the world would be more productive and joyful. 

The people did not 

Christians, for example, accepted the seventh day as a sabbath with only 

some modifications from the Jewish view until the fourth century CE. 

Then, under the influence of the Roman emperor Constantine, they 

changed the Sabbath to Sunday and gave it new meaning at the Christian 

Council of Laodicea. It became a day to commemorate Jesus’s 

resurrection. The change enhanced some Christian teachings, but lost 

some Jewish ones. 

Soon, the Christians, like the Jews, began to bicker among 

themselves and split into rival groups.  

When will people learn to treat others as they want others to treat 

them? 

Let’s return to verse 35:3 

The Torah prohibits work on Shabbat, but does not define work. In early 

Jewish history, work was defined as the 39 types of acts performed to 

construct the tabernacle. Some Jews insist God defined work at Sinai. 

Others say it is a human idea developed to inform Jews, and to ensure 



50 

 

that Jews do not violate the work prohibition. They say the concept of 

the 39 acts was inspired by the work prohibition given in this biblical 

portion where the Torah discusses the work when constructing the 

tabernacle. 

Needless to say, the difference of opinion on this subject caused 

some foolish Jews to hate other Jews with a different idea. 

A question-and-answer 

The statement about burning raises the question of why burning a fire is 

mentioned as prohibited when other types of work are not explicitly 

prohibited. 

Burning is different than other work. Shabbat reminds Jews that God 

created the world from nothing, or formed it anew from unformed matter. 

Making a fire that previously did not exist is the closest creative act to 

God’s. Jews cease to create on Shabbat as God did to remind them of 

God’s creative gift to humanity.14  

Can Jews create a fire on other holidays? 

The Jerusalem Talmud Betza 5:2 notes that 35:3 only prohibits burning 

on Shabbat and permits igniting a fire on other holy days.15 

Is work in the tabernacle and temples allowed on Shabbat? 

The Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 20a and Midrash Mekhilta note that 

35:3 speaks about no fire in “your settlements,” allowing the violating of 

Shabbat in the tabernacle and temples, but not in homes and synagogues. 

                                                            
14  Making a fire is also prohibited on Yom Hakippurim, later called Yom Kippur, because the 

Torah considers it a Sabbath.  
15  One should not extinguish a fire on holidays. As noted previously, igniting a fire is 

disallowed on Yom Kippur. 
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This was because the tabernacle intensely focused on God and 

superseded the Shabbat. 

This portion has more than a dozen additional ideas.  
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Chapter Eleven 

Thoughts About the Book of Exodus 

The eleventh Exodus weekly Torah reading Pekudei (38:21–40:38) is the 

last portion of Exodus. Exodus was so named because the book relates 

the events of the Israelites leaving Egypt. It is also called Shemot in 

Hebrew based on the practice of naming a book after the first significant 

word in the book. Nachmanides (1194–1270) named it Sefer HaGeulah 

(“The Book of Redemption”). He noted that the book includes the 

receiving of the Torah at Mount Sinai and the building of the tabernacle. 

He wanted to remind us that the Exodus is not the end of the story. We 

are not entirely free until we receive the Torah with its instructions for 

life, and develop a relationship with God. All of these names are good, 

but none express all the wisdom the book contains. The following are 

some additional thoughts. 

Perfect beginning and end 

Exodus is brilliantly written. It begins with tales of Israelite enslavement 

by Egyptians, and ends with rules about the tabernacle and the Israelite 

relationship with God rather than servitude to other humans. There is 

great wisdom in this. 

Slaves are required to surrender themselves entirely to their masters. 

God does not require, or even want surrender. 

The phrase “leap of faith” is usually attributed to the hugely 

influential 19th-century Danish philosopher and theologian Søren 

Kierkegaard (1813–1855). However, while the idea is his, he never used 

this exact phrase. He used “qualitative leap” to describe the radical shift 
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in belief. He felt that a leap was vital in accepting Christianity due to the 

unexplained paradoxes that exist in Christianity. He, in essence, advised 

people not to spend time trying to find reasons for religious teachings, 

but to accept them without thinking about them.  

Maimonides taught the opposite. All Jewish teachings are rational 

and can be understood if someone seeking an explanation spends time 

learning. He stressed that the opening chapter of the Torah states that 

God placed the “Image of God” in humans, which Maimonides said was 

the intellect. He also emphasized that when people need help, they 

should not rely on God, but use their intellect, and people who improve 

their thinking do better than others. 

Thus, the ending of the Book of Exodus teaches that true freedom 

comes when we are neither the puppets of fellow humans or God, but 

live a life where we improve ourselves, be all we can be, and help other 

people and all that God provided in the universe. 

This lesson about growing up and learning to initiate our actions 

without relying on parents, or our “Father” in heaven is seen in the fact 

that Exodus opens with the Israelites needing divine help through 

plagues, and ends with humans working to build the tabernacle. 

Similarly, it begins with the Israelites needing aid from Moses and his 

brother Aaron and ends with skilled workers unrelated to the two leaders 

doing the work. Also, Moses, not God, uses his intellect in verse 38:21 

and commands that a full accounting must be given to the people of 

everything they gave to build the tabernacle—a lesson still not learned 

by governments today. In each instance, the Torah highlights that the 

people learned to care for themselves. 
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The accounting 

Verse 39:6 instructs Israelites to stop contributing gifts for the building 

of the tabernacle. This remarkable announcement that the government 

has enough money is unique. 

When was the tabernacle constructed? 

Verse 40:17 reveals that the building of the tabernacle was completed on 

the first day of the first month, the month of the exodus, two years after 

the exodus. The two events are connected. The passage teaches that Jews 

must not forget the events of the past, and must constantly learn from 

past events to improve their lives today. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

The 2024 Winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature 

The Vegetarian by Han Kang won many prizes after it was first 

published. It was copyrighted in 2007 and won the Nobel Prize in 2024, 

The Vegetarian 

The story is about a woman’s decision to stop eating meat. Her decision 

angers her husband who seeks help from her family to force her to eat 

meat. This sets off a chain of events that leads to her estrangement from 

her family, and her struggle for control over her life. 

Interpretations 

The book can be read as a simple tale about a woman who decides to 

become a vegetarian and the difficulties this causes her and her family. 

However, thousands have seen much more than this in the story. 

It is similar to the Bible in this respect. Thousands have seen that the 

Bible contains many ideas that can be drawn from the text by questioning 

it.  

This raises the question we can pose to both the novel and the Bible. 

Who is right? 

People will always disagree about the answer. 

As a rational thinker, I suggest many interpretations are possible, but 

none are certain. The best solution is the one that makes the most sense, 

an answer that complies with science, common sense, reasoning, and our 

five senses. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Many Words Lost Their Meaning 

Many words associated with religion have lost their meaning, and when 

synagogue and church leaders use them to inspire their people, they 

frequently lead them astray. The following are some examples. 

Religious 

What do people mean when they say, “I want to be ‘religious’”? When 

we see someone and say that he is a “religious” person, what behavior 

are we talking about? We want to know the behavior and the acts, but 

the word does not reveal them.  

A better word is “to be observant” or “practicing.” In Judaism, “I 

would like to practice the laws that the rabbis tell me are indicated in the 

Torah.” 

Spiritual 

The term “spiritual” is similar to “religious.” If you attended a Shabbat 

meal at a rabbi’s home and left saying, “I enjoyed the evening 

immensely. It was so ‘spiritual,’” what did you tell your host about what 

impacted you? Was it the menu? Was it the way he conducted the 

Shabbat meal? What was it that impressed you? 

If you could tell your host what act or observance affected you and 

why it did, it would inform him of what specifically you are talking about 

and make him feel complimented. Even more than that, if you could 

identify what you mean by “spiritual,” it would affect you as well. You 
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would understand yourself better, possibly leading you to similar, or 

even better acts.  

Faith 

Most Christians and many Jews think that people need to have faith to 

please God. If faith means anything, it accepts an idea as accurate even 

though it contradicts common sense, logic, our five senses, and science. 

Does this make sense? Do people with such ideas know what they are 

thinking or talking about? Of course not. Faith is the acceptance of an 

idea that exists. 

Faith also implies that if people need help, God will help them.  

Do clerics and Bible teachers mislead people?  

In his Guide for the Perplexed, Maimonides tells us that when the 

Bible states in Genesis 1 that God created humans in His image, it says 

He placed the intellect in them. He adds that God does not come to help 

people. People are helped by using their intellect, and individuals who 

develop their minds and use what they learn are helped the most. Thus, 

reliance on God is wrong, and faith is meaningless.  

Belief 

“Belief” is similar to faith. When individuals say, “I believe I saw a black 

cat,” they are saying, “I ‘think’ I saw a black cat.” They are not sure. So, 

does it make sense to say, “I believe in God”? They think they are saying, 

“I am convinced that God exists,” but this is not what they say. They are 

only saying that they ‘think’ it is possible. 

People should not “believe.” They should learn as much as possible 

about God, “know” what they can, and act upon that knowledge. They 

should study what God produced; this is all we can learn about God. We 



61 

 

should use our learning to improve ourselves and all that God made. This 

is what God wants, not passive thinking about Him. 

Accept God as your savior 

Many TV preachers tell their audience to “’accept’ God as their savior.” 

No sensible person would aspire to “accept” their spouse. What is 

necessary is action. Yet the preacher is telling the audience to be passive, 

and this is reinforced by using the phrase “savior,” asserting that while 

the audience is passively “accepting,” God is like a puppeteer 

manipulating them and all that relates to them. 

Do we want to think of ourselves as a Pinocchio made with flesh? 

The Jewish concept 

Judaism demands the opposite. 

The Jewish word for “law” is halacha. The root of this Hebrew word 

means “step forward,” which is the opposite of passivity. It requires 

action. 

I will suggest a new interpretation to make the point more 

straightforward. 

The number seven in Judaism denotes completion, as God finished 

creation in seven days. Eight is often used to symbolize a new beginning, 

as when a newborn male child finishes seven days of life, shows signs of 

health, is circumcised, and begins life with a sign that he is a Jew. 

Why is circumcision considered a sign that the boy is a Jew? 

Many answers are given, and I will add another. 

Genesis 1 tells us that God implanted intelligence in humans that they 

should use to help themselves. 
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But God wanted to make it crystal clear that humans have a duty to 

use it, to act with it. God did so with circumcision. 

It is as if God is saying, do not rely on Me. Do not even rely on what 

I created without doing something about it. Yes, I made a penis with a 

foreskin. Now, you must act. Show yourself and Me that you can act. 

Circumcise! 
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Chapter Fifteen 

The Best Book that I have Read in Years 

Marc B. Shapiro’s books and articles are always superb. His writings 

are filled with fascinating information. His presentation of scholarly 

ideas and religious and secular practices, ancient and modern, Jewish 

and non-Jewish, is explained engagingly. Even people, Jews and non-

Jews who are generally uninterested in his subjects, and who have no 

background knowledge of them, find what he writes to be eye-opening 

and riveting.16 

                                                            
16  An example is Changing the Immutable, How Orthodox Judaism Rewrites its History, The 

Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2015, 347 pages. In it, Shapiro shows that many 
rabbis in the Orthodox community rewrite the past by snipping out of books of prior rabbis 
and scholars, even well-respected ones what does not fit into their personal worldview.  
A small sample of many that Shapiro reveals is the “offending view” of Rashi’s grandson 
Rashbam on Genesis 1:5 that the day began in the morning in the Bible. They conceal the 
conviction of many sages that parts of the Five Books of Moses” were composed after 
Moses’s death, such as Abraham ibn Ezra and the famed pietistic Rabbi Judah HeHasid. 
They hide the fact that the codifier Moses Isserles felt it is permissible to drink non-Jewish 
wine. They censored Joseph Karo’s Shulchan Arukh, where he states that the kapparot 
ceremony on the day before Yom Kippur in which people transferred their sins to a chicken 
was a “foolish custom.” They excised the statement of Rabbi Joseph Messas from his Mayim 
Chayim, where he ruled that married women have no obligation to cover their hair, a 
decision also held by Rabbi Joseph Hayim and many others. They obscured the ruling of 
the highly respected codifier Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein that one is allowed to turn on 
electric lights on festivals. They expunged the opinion of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch 
that everyone does not need to devote his life to Torah study, and the opinion of Maimonides 
in his Introduction to his opus Mishneh Torah that Jews need not study the Talmud. They 
erased the Vilna Gaon’s belief that it is only a custom for males to cover their heads and that 
in Orthodox families in Germany, male Jews only covered their heads when at prayer or 
while reciting a blessing. They hide what Rabbi Kook and Maimonides taught: that people 
must exercise. 



 

 

 

Shapiro’s 2025 book 

Renewing the Old Sanctifying the New: The Unique Vision of Rav Kook 

is such a book.17 Dr. Shapiro reveals Rabbi Kook’s surprising, sometimes 

radical, and breathtaking ideas, prompting us to rethink what we have 

accepted as sensible. 

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook (1865–1935) was pre-state Israel’s first 

Ashkenazi chief rabbi. Ashkenazi Jews were from the area in and near 

Germany, in contrast to Sephardic Jews who lived in Israel and Muslim 

countries. He introduced many interpretations of Jewish ideas to please 

Jews and non-Jews of all persuasions. 

He was born in what is today Latvia, served in two rabbinic positions 

there from 1896 until he moved to the Land of Israel in 1904, was 

appointed Chief Rabbi in 1921, and served in this position until he died 

in 1935. 

He was a talented student in his youth at the famed Volozhin 

Yeshiva. However, he rejected his time’s traditional Talmud-only, 

single-minded, study-only system, which is still followed by many ultra-

Orthodox yeshivas today. He insisted that such studies ruin the minds 

and behaviors of Jews who must learn secular studies in addition to 

Jewish ones. While he introduced many rational teachings, he also liked 

Kabbalah and Jewish mysticism. He stressed that people studying 

Kabbalah must also learn secular subjects, meaning scientific advances, 

as the Torah can, and must coexist with current scientific truths. 

                                                            
17  The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, Liverpool, 212 pages, including 27 pages of a 

Bibliography and Index. 
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Kook further asserted that total immersion in Talmud often resulted 

in basic morality being preserved more truly by the uneducated public 

than among learned scholars. Many pious people devoted so much time 

to their acts of piety that they ignored the behavior that the traditional 

practice was meant to teach. The pious disregarded the idea that the best 

way to honor God is to honor fellow humans and what He produced, 

while ordinary folk did not ignore it. 

Among many other teachings, he was convinced that sacrifices 

would not be made in the messianic age. He describes this age as the age 

when people will become vegetarians. 

He stressed that we do not have to accept introductory biblical stories 

as facts because they were not written to teach actual history, but rather 

moral lessons. He does not tell us how far he would take his non-literal 

approach, but Dr. Shapiro describes how others understand the stories.  

The opening chapters of Genesis could be understood as a long 

development period. We can even speak of a million years from the 

creation of humans until they realized they were different from animals. 

We can accept the ideas of evolution and realize that the tale of the 

serpent in the Garden of Eden is part of an allegory, that Eve was not 

taken from Adam’s rib and the story is a way of teaching that husbands 

and wives should create a partnership to be successful. The long life 

spans in Genesis are not to be taken literally because the people were no 

different from us—and views are given to explain the longevity such as 

the text speaking of clans or groups of people. The story of Cain killing 

his brother also never happened, but is a tale that should be mined for 
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many lessons. One might consider the first “ten generations” in Genesis 

until Noah as allegories. 

Rabbi Kook reveals that biblical prophets, being human, can err in 

their prophesies and gives examples. He tells how the Torah style is filled 

with exaggerated figures of speech, such as Israel flowing with milk and 

honey, and cities fortified to heaven. Similarly, the Torah incorporates 

all sorts of untruths because these were what people believed when the 

Torah was given. For example, Jacob’s wives, Rachel and Leah, thought 

that mandrakes helped women conceive. Likewise, the Torah uses 

language that is not accurate, but reflects the mistaken beliefs of the 

masses, such as Exodus 15:11, “Who is like You, Lord among the gods.” 

Maimonides explains in his Guide for the Perplexed 3:28 that the 

Torah needed to do this because the general population would have been 

unable to accept the Torah if the truth—which was contrary to their 

mistaken notions—had been stated explicitly. Maimonides called these 

untruths “Essential Truths.” 

Rabbi Kook taught that even if a person is convinced that the Torah 

is not from God, but is authored by humans, it can still be respected as a 

repository of wisdom and a guide to one’s life. 

He often repeated that we must treat others as we want them to treat 

us. This includes people with other religious beliefs, even atheists. He 

goes so far as to write that every religion has some value and a divine 

spark, and even idolatry has a good spark because of the small morality 

it contains. He notes that Maimonides recognized that non-Jews could 

receive prophecy. 
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In summary, the foregoing is only an outline of some of what Dr. 

Shapiro reveals of Rabbi Kook’s many wise teachings. Rabbi Kook’s 

views of the Torah and Judaism will surprise readers of all persuasions. 

The teachings will serve as a grounding for a rational approach to many 

subjects and a stimulant to seeking further learning and observance of 

the Torah’s goal of honoring all that God provided. Rabbi Dr. Shapiro 

has made a remarkable contribution to our thinking and behavior. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

The Command to Remember 

Shabbat Zachor (Sabbath of Remembrance) is the Shabbat that 

immediately precedes Purim. On this Shabbat, we conclude the weekly 

Torah reading with an additional reading, usually from a second Torah 

scroll from Deuteronomy 25:17–19, which describes the attack of 

Amalek shortly after the Israelites under the leadership of Moses left 

Egyptian slavery.18 Moses commands the people to remember Amalek: 

“Remember what the Amalekites did to you on the way when you left 

Egypt weary and worn out from your journey. They attacked all lagging 

in the rear, without fear of God.”  

Amalek’s act was abhorrent, disgusting, and inhuman, and the Torah 

instructs Jews to remember. And we do so always, especially on Shabbat 

Zachor. Why should we remember Amalek? 

Zachor is used in different ways 

The Hebrew verb zachor, “remember,” appears 169 times in the Torah. 

What action does it require of us? 

Sometimes, zachor may appear insignificant, such as when the Bible 

states in three verses in Genesis that God remembered Noah, Abraham, 

and his nephew Lot, and the matriarch wife of Jacob, Rachel. 

At other times, it seems significant, even exceptionally so, when it 

tells us to treat strangers as we want them to treat us because “we must 

                                                            
18  No proof exists of when the practice of Shabbat Zachor started, but it is clear that it is not 

biblical. There is no requirement to use a second scroll. It is used when the congregation 
does not want to take the time to roll the Torah scroll from the weekly portion in Exodus to 
Deuteronomy. 
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remember that we were strangers in Egypt.” Also, when it states, 

“Remember the days of old,” “Remember what Amalek did,” and 

“Remember the seventh day to keep it holy.”  

However, with a bit of thought, we will come to realize that each 

instance of its appearance in the Bible is a religious obligation for Jews, 

and each is significant.  

Once we recall Maimonides’s teaching in his Guide for the 

Perplexed, whenever the Torah states that God did something, we should 

understand that God was not the immediate cause. The act is attributed 

to God because God created the laws of nature, which was the direct 

cause. Thus, we should understand that when the Torah states that God 

remembered our ancestors, it is saying that when God created the laws 

of nature, He arranged that they would help people if they learned how 

to use them properly. 

This is why we thank God for our food and the many other things 

God provided. 

The difference between remembering and history 

Memory is personal. It is something we keep in our minds. History is 

recollections that we place in books. We put history books on our 

shelves, forgetting about them or referring to them when needed. Being 

required to remember compels us never to forget. 

What is the Torah telling us to learn from the Amalek attack? 

A friend once asked me, “Are we required to hate Amalek, the Nazis, 

Hamas, and all groups that threaten Jews?” I replied, “No. We should 

never hate. Hatred hurts the person it is directed at and the person who 

does the hating.” 



70 

 

The proper behavior in all instances is to treat others as you want 

them to treat you. 

This is the message of Shabbat Zachor. Amalek attacked the weary 

Israelites because of hatred. Jews must remember that this hatred led to 

the loss of lives. We need to keep this lesson in mind always and never 

hate others. 

One more thought 

Just as the mention of God remembering our ancestors, which seems 

insignificant today should be understood as significant to teach proper 

behavior, so, too, is the Amalek law significant today. 

Both statements show how brilliant the Torah is. We can learn much 

from seemingly insignificant statements, even when what is mentioned 

is no longer applicable or practiced, such as slavery, sacrifices, and 

remembering Amalek, a nation that no longer exists. 
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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 Army Active Duty at age 21 as the 

youngest U.S. Chaplain ever to serve on active duty. He served on active duty from 

1957 to 1960 in Louisiana and Germany. He then joined the active reserves and 

soldiered, in increasing grades, with half a dozen units. From 1978 until 1981, he lectured 

on legal subjects at the US Army Chaplains School. In March 1981, the Army requested 

that he take leave from civil service and return to active duty to handle special 

constitutional issues. He was responsible for preparing the defense in the trial challenging 

the constitutionality of the Army Chaplaincy; the military chaplaincies of all the uniformed 

services, active and reserve, and the Veteran’s Administration were attacked utilizing a 

constitutional rationale and could have been disbanded. The Government won the action 

in 1984, and Drazin was awarded the prestigious Legion of Merit. Drazin returned to 

civilian life and the active reserves in 1984 as Assistant Chief of Chaplains, the highest 

reserve officer position available in the Army Chaplaincy, with the rank of Brigadier 

General. He was the first Jewish person to serve in this capacity in the U.S. Army. During 

his military career, he revolutionized the role of military chaplains, making them officers 

responsible for the free exercise rights of all military personnel, requiring them to provide 

for the needs of people of all faiths and atheists. General Drazin completed this four-year 

tour of duty with honors in March 1988, culminating in 31 years of military duty. 

Attorney: Israel Drazin graduated from law school in 1974 and immediately began a 

private practice. He handled virtually all suits, including domestic, criminal, 

bankruptcy, accident, and contract cases. He joined his son in 1993 and formed offices 

in Columbia and Dundalk, Maryland. After 23 years, Dr. Drazin stopped actively 

practicing law in 1997.  
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Civil Service: Israel Drazin joined the U.S. Civil Service in 1962 and remained a civil 

service employee, with occasional military duty until retirement in 1990. At retirement, 

he accumulated 31 years of creditable service. During his U.S. Civil Service career, he 

held many positions, including being an Equal Opportunity Consultant in the 1960s 

(advising insurance company top executives regarding civil rights and equal 

employment) and the head of Medicare’s Civil Litigation Staff (supervising a team of 

lawyers who handled suits filed by and against the government’s Medicare program). 

He also served as the director for Maryland’s Federal Agencies’ relationship with the 

United Fund. 

Rabbi: Dr. Drazin was ordained as a rabbi in 1957 at Ner Israel Rabbinical College in 

Baltimore, Maryland, and subsequently received semichot from two other rabbis. He 

entered Army active duty in 1957. He left active duty in 1960 and officiated as a 

weekend rabbi at several synagogues, including the first rabbi in Columbia, Maryland. 

He continued the uninterrupted weekend rabbinical practice until 1974 and then 

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

Philanthropy: Dr. Drazin served as the Executive Director of the Jim Joseph 

Foundation, a charitable foundation that gives money to support Jewish education, for 

just over four years, from September 2000 to November 2004.  

Author: Israel Drazin is the author of 59 books, more than 500 popular and scholarly 

articles, and over 11,000 book and movie reviews. His books include one about the case 

he handled for the US Army and a dozen scholarly books on the Aramaic translation of the 

Bible, Targum Onkelos. His website is www.booksnthoughts.com.  

Memberships and Awards: Brigadier General Drazin is admitted to practice law in 

Maryland, the Federal Court, 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 
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Jewry, Who’s Who in American Law, Who’s Who in Biblical Studies and Archaeology, and 

other Who’s Who volumes. 

 

 


