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Introduction

The Book of Leviticus is known in Hebrew as Vayikra and Torat
Kohanim. The English name Leviticus comes from the Latin Leviticus,
which in turn is derived from the Ancient Greek Agvitucov (Leuitikon),
meaning "of the priestly tribe of the Israelites, Levi." The Greek
expression is a variant of the rabbinic Hebrew term Torat Kohanim,
meaning “laws of the priests,” since many of its laws pertain to priests.
The Hebrew name Vayikra is derived from the ancient practice of
naming a book after its first significant word.

While Leviticus primarily deals with the ancient tabernacle—
important when the Torah was given—and the tabernacle no longer
exists, it contains much that teaches people of all religions today.

There is an ancient tradition of beginning Jewish children’s Torah
study with the book of Leviticus. It stems from the belief that children
are pure and should study purity laws. The Midrash Leviticus Rabba
7:3 states, “Children are pure; therefore, let them study laws of purity.”

Another reason that Jewish learning should begin with laws
involving sacrifices is to teach that life requires sacrifice.

Many other reasons are given for this ancient practice that highlight
the importance of the lessons people can gain from this book, even
though the ancient tabernacle and temples no longer exist, and priests
have minor roles in synagogues today.

Similarly, the Torah states in Exodus 19:6, “You shall be to me a
kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” Rashi interprets the word
“priest” here as “leaders.” He sees the verse assuring Israel that if the

nation learns the Torah lessons, its people will prosper and become
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leaders among humanity. Others interpret the verse to mean that God
called Israel to teach other nations His ways by living according to His
teachings.

These teachings, as only a sample of others, illustrate the idea that
readers of Leviticus can gain significant insights from the book if they
pay close attention to its deeper meanings.

Questioning Torah statements reveals many of its ideas that aid
readers in improving themselves and others, as well as all that God

created and formed, to be all they can be.



PART ONE






Chapter One
Shadal’s Rational Views of Leviticus

Daniel A. Klein provides readers with a splendid contribution through
his series, in which he translates, edits, and explains the rational ideas
Shadal wrote in Italian and Hebrew on the Torah, also known as the
Five Books of Moses. Readers will enjoy his third book, Shadal on
Leviticus. The following is a brief synopsis of some of his writings.

Samuel David Luzzatto (1800—-1865), known as Shadal, based on the

initials of his name, was brilliant. Many people enjoy his common-
sense interpretations of the Torah. However, human nature being what
it is, some people dislike and criticize his writing, even claiming that
he was not religious. I disagree.

He lived in Padua, which was part of the Austrian Empire until it
became a part of Italy a year after Shadal’s death.

He declined the offer of semicha, ordination to become a rabbi,
because he did not want to be considered a rabbi and a decider of Jewish
law. He did not attend a university, but was self-taught and ultimately
became a professor at the rabbinical college of Padua.

He was an Orthodox Jew with very conservative, traditional ideas
about Judaism. He believed in the divine origin of the Torah, divine
providence, the immortality of the soul, the coming of the Messiah, the
miracles mentioned in the Bible occurred as described, and the
resurrection of the dead. His views on these subjects were rejected by

some other Orthodox rational Jews, such as myself, who, although



accepting these principles, do not take them as literally as Shadal. He
recognized that the Oral Law was at least in part rabbinic legislation,
not divine.

When commenting on biblical texts, he focused on their plain
meaning, generally ignoring rabbinic midrashim, which were sermonic
and written to teach lessons not explicitly stated in the biblical texts.

The following are a few examples of his views on the first of the
ten Torah portions read weekly from the book of Leviticus (chapters
1:1-5:26). I like all of them.

He wrote that sacrifices—although a significant part of the Torah—
were not instituted because God needed, or even wanted them, but
because people needed them. “This was because it was unlikely for
human beings (living when the Torah was introduced) to conduct
themselves toward their God in any other way than that in which they
would conduct themselves to a flesh-and-blood king.”

They burned their gift to God because they thought they were
removing it from the human domain. When they saw the smoke rising
heavenward, they thought it went to God.

If they were presented with a Torah that stated that God did not
want sacrifices, but just wanted people to act appropriately, they would
have mocked the idea. They thought God did not need, or even want us
to act appropriately. They would have insisted that we must submit to
God’s will as we do to our king. And, like our king, God watches over
us, protects us, and directs us, and we are expected to do all God desires

us to do.



Thus, sacrifices supported the ancient mindset of the people. They
were inspired to understand that God was always available to help
them. But the system did much more.

By requiring sacrifices to be brought in a single place, the Torah
helped ensure that the twelve tribes would remain unified and that all
Israelites would feel responsible for one another. (This, of course, did
not work as hoped. Jews, unfortunately, were never able to work
together.

Rabbis stated that this inability, which they called “baseless
hatred,” made it impossible for the Judeans to unite in 70 CE to combat
Rome, thus destroying the Second Temple, the exile of many Judeans,
and their loss of their homeland for close to two thousand years. But,
at least, the Torah showed what “should be,” with the hope that Jews
would learn, see the wisdom in the idea, and change.)

Furthermore, if each tribe had its site for sacrifices, different
customs would develop, and the tribes would cease to be united.

This ancient mindset made it necessary to bring sacrifices to a
building like a king’s palace, complete with items typically found in a
palace, including a staff of servants to minister to God as they would to
a king. This is the priests' function.

While needing to accept the ancient ideas, the Torah’s handling of
the situation made more sense than the pagan practices. Rather than
giving the priests a fixed stipend, where wicked and lazy priests would
receive the same pay as efficient and honest priests, the Torah left it to
each Israelite to decide how to give gifts to the priests. This ensured

that the priests would work in ways that the people liked.



Additionally, among other sensible differences from pagan
practices, the Torah required that people who brought sacrifices share
the meal with God. However, they had to consume it within a
prescribed short period. This rule led people to invite others to share
their sacrificial food, further strengthening friendships.

Daniel A. Klein comments upon these Shadal views by writing,
“He thus seems to subscribe to the concept of ‘necessary beliefs’
(teachings that are not true, but needed to be taught because they are)
conducive to improving social order, regardless of whether they are
true.”

While Klein used the words “necessary beliefs,” the Greek Plato
called them “noble lies” in his Republic, book 3 (414b—415d), the Jew
Maimonides “essential truths” in his Guide for the Perplexed 3:28, and

the Muslim Ibn Tufayl wrote about it in his brilliant, easy-to-read book

called Hayy ibn Yaqzan.



Chapter Two

How Can We Deal with Anxiety?

The world is currently experiencing turmoil. Two large wars have
sparked riots in the streets. Some people are satisfied with the situation,
but many are not. They are anxious.

The second biblical portion of the Book of Leviticus, Tsav (6:1—
8:36), states in 7:26, “You may not eat blood, wherever you reside,
neither of flying creatures, nor quadrupeds.”

It is my understanding that the Torah regards blood as a vital life
force and a powerful symbol of life. Therefore, we are prohibited from
eating it to emphasize our respect for all living things.

How should we respect living things? How can we respect other
humans when we are anxious about them and even consider some of
them our enemies?

We need to learn how to deal with anxiety. We need to decide that
we will treat others, even those who cause us anxiety, as we want them
to treat us.

How do we do that?

Ryan A. Bush offers excellent advice on overcoming anxiety in his
127—page book, The Anxiety Book. He includes the views of numerous
authors who provide valuable insights. Here are some of the quotes.

e “If you imagine anxiety as a huge wave that builds up intensity

to a crescendo and then starts to recede, the best way to cope is
to float on the wave simply. You don’t have to fight the wave

or stop the wave or modify it in any way. Instead, allow the
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wave to pick you up and allow it to place you back where you
were when it passed gently.”

e “Every person experiences continual shocks and threats to their
existence. (But this is good.) Self-actualization occurs only at
the price of moving ahead despite such shocks.”

e “To get out of a maze, you must go forward to meet the
experiences when they come. Do not try to avoid them. Merely
accept them and be prepared to let time pass until you can face
them without suffering.”

e “Anyone can conquer fear by doing things he fears to do.”

e “We need to understand that anxiety is not dangerous. As soon
as we stop fighting our obsessions and instead ridicule them,
our problems diminish. Worrying about our problems does not
solve them.”

e “Nature loves courage. You must commit, and nature will
respond by removing impossible obstacles by hurling yourself
into the abyss and discovering a featherbed.”

By adhering to the biblical command and these quotes, we can

respect all living things and know how to deal with anxiety.



Chapter Three
Three Lessons to Learn Today

Despite dealing with the no-longer-existing tabernacle and the priests
who served in it, Leviticus contains important lessons for us today. The
following are three such lessons in the portion Shemini (9:1—11:46) as
seen by the rational thinker Shadal, followed by my comments.

Verse 9:4 commands the offering of a sacrifice and concludes with
the words “for today the Lord will show Himself to you.”

The last words present a problem. The same problem arises in
Exodus 24:19 and elsewhere, where some people are said to have seen
God. What does the Torah mean by saying people saw God? We know
people cannot do so.

Shadal explains that at times humans think they see God only when
they see what God has produced. In 9:4, they saw an act of God in the
fire consuming the sacrifice.

Exodus 33:18-23 states that we cannot see God, but can see what
God has provided.

Today, we should recognize that God has provided everything to
us, which is why our ancestors instructed us to offer a blessing of thanks
to God when we eat and perform certain tasks. We recognize that God
provided these. This is how we see, feel, and know God.

Two sons of Moses’s brother Aaron brought fire shovels to the
tabernacle and placed incense in them in verse 10:1. In verse 10:2, a
fire came from God and killed them.

What happened?



Shadal notes that one shovel was all that was required. He explains
that the two sons who served as priests under their father, the High
Priest, wanted to show that by bringing an additional sacrifice, they
could be especially pious.

I see that many people are like these sons. They think it is admirable
to go to extremes, such as spending an entire day and part of the night
reading holy books and praying while not working, yet ignoring fellow
humans. Aristotle and Maimonides stressed that we must act according
to the middle path, “The Golden Mean.”

A courageous soldier does not rush unthinkingly against an enemy
force without fear. They are fearful and cautious and think before
attacking. In 10:1 and 2, God makes the same point.

The portion Shemini contains many dietary laws on which foods
Jews are allowed to eat, and what is prohibited. The Torah does not
explain why; many reasons were given in post-biblical times.

Shadal suggests that the purpose is to separate Jews from non-Jews
by elevating them, and that by restricting them from eating certain
undesirable foods, Jews can show non-Jews how to elevate themselves.

I agree with Shadal, as I agree with most of his other observations.
We need to understand that what we eat affects us. Most people
recognize the statement, “We are what we eat.” Humans must avoid all
loathsome things and acts, and seek good relationships with all God
created and formed. The best way to worship God is to treat others as

you want to be treated, not spend time with what is undesirable.
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Chapter Four

Did Biblical Translators Mistranslate a Word as

Leprosy?

There were many biblical words that translators and commentators
mistranslated. Tzaraat was one of the many. It is mentioned in the
thirteenth chapter of the fourth biblical portion of Leviticus, Tazri’a
12:1-13:59.

The Hebrew word tzaraat refers to both skin diseases and verbal
crimes. It appears approximately two dozen times in the Hebrew Bible,
most frequently in Leviticus. Chapter 13 describes it as an affliction of
humans, clothes, and houses.

While many Bible translations translate it as “leprosy,” the
translation is incorrect. The biblical term has a broader meaning than
what we recognize as leprosy.

The word was first misidentified as leprosy in 382 or 383 CE, when
the well-meaning Catholic priest Saint Jerome mistranslated the
Hebrew word fzaraat when he translated the Hebrew Bible into Latin,
known as the Vulgate.

It is possible, but far from certain, that Jerome derived his erroneous
translation from a misunderstanding of the Greek translation of tzaraat
in the Septuagint.

The Septuagint (abbreviated as LXX), sometimes referred to as the
Greek Old Testament, or The Translation of the Seventy, is the earliest
extant Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible from the original Biblical
Hebrew. It was composed around the second century BCE.
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The Septuagint renders tzaraat as Aénpa, lepra. In ancient Greek,
lepra meant “rough” or “scaly.” It described a condition that occurred
on humans, clothing, and houses. While Jerome may have associated
lepra with “leprosy,” in Greece, it did not refer to leprosy. What we
now call leprosy was called elephantiasis in ancient Greece.

Although most likely originally a Jewish translation, Jews
gradually stopped using the Septuagint primarily because early
Christians adopted it and because multiple intentional mistranslations
of the original Hebrew were added over time. The changed version of
the Septuagint was adopted by Christians who used it to support their
claims about Jesus.

Seeing the corruption in the Septuagint, a Jewish scholar named
AxOAog (Aquilas, spelled Aquila in English), who lived in the second
century CE, wrote a new literal translation into Greek of the Hebrew
Bible around 140 CE. Jews used it in place of the Septuagint. It was
also used by the Church Fathers, Origen in the 3rd century and St.
Jerome in the 4th and 5th centuries, while most Christians preferred the
mistranslated Septuagint.

Although Aquila's version was praised in the Jerusalem Talmud,
Yoma 3:8, which describes Aquila as a proselyte to Judaism, only
fragments of his translation exist today.

Knowing that the Septuagint was a changed version of the original
Hebrew text, Jerome translated the Bible into a document later called
the Vulgate, using Aquila's version and the original Hebrew text instead

of the Septuagint.
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Pope Damasus I commissioned the Vulgate to revise the Vetus
Latina Gospels used by the Roman Church. The earliest known use of
the term Vulgata to describe Jerome’s “new” Latin translation was
made by Roger Bacon in the 13th century.

Jerome’s translation of the Bible, which became the standard Latin
version, was called the Vulgate because vulgate,” from the Latin
vulgata, meaning “commonly used,” opposed the more scholarly
versions, and thus became the “commonly used” Latin translation of
the Bible.

While Jerome’s use of the Hebrew Bible makes sense, Saint
Augustine of Hippo (354-430) opposed Jerome’s Vulgate
translation. He favored the Septuagint, believing it was divinely
inspired and that the church preferred it.

However, despite Jerome’s well-intentions and sensible use of the
original Hebrew, his translation of tzaraat was a mistake.

Biblical fzaraat and Hansen’s disease (leprosy) are very
different. Tzaraat, as previously stated, referred to a broader range of
situations, not just skin conditions. It was considered a ritual impurity,
a divine punishment for improper behavior, and was therefore treated
by a priest. It denotes spiritual uncleanness and defilement, resulting in
afflictions that affect people, clothing, or even a wall.

As discussed below, tzaraat was considered a punishment for
slander. It did not need medicines, but rather atonement. People
affected by #zaraat had to make sacrifices to atone for their misdeeds.
In contrast, leprosy is a physical, not ritual, bacterial infection that

primarily affects the skin and nerves.
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Besides the noticeable differences between tzaraat and leprosy, it
is clear that the Torah’s goal was not to protect people from contagious
diseases. The ancients recognized many infectious diseases, but the
Five Books of Moses did not address them. It only focused on #zaraat,
not because it was a disease, but because it was a divine punishment
for misbehavior.

The Aramaic translation of the Hebrew Bible, called Targum
Onkelos, gives a far better translation of 7zaraat when it renders the
word as a “quarantining affliction.” As I wrote in my Targum Onkelos
to Leviticus, on pages 88 and 302, Onkelos avoided interpreting the
obscure meaning of #zaraat. The Aramaic translator focused on what
happens to individuals after they suffer the affliction, when they are

isolated from the community.!

Tzaraat is a punishment for slander

The ancient rabbis wrote that fzaraat is a punishment for slander in
Midrash Tanchuma, Metzora 4, Midrash Sifra, Metzora 5.7, and other
places.

Slander and gossip are called loshon hara in Hebrew, which means
“evil tongue.” It is the legal term for speech about a person or persons
that is harmful to them, even if it is true.

Lashon harais considered to be a grave crime in the Jewish
tradition. The speaker of lashon hara violates the Torah prohibition in
Leviticus 19:16 of lo telech rachil b’ameicha, ‘Y ou must not go up and

down as a talebearer among your people.”

I The King James English translation repeated Jerome’s error by translating leprosy, as did

many Jewish translations, such as The Pentateuch by Ben Isaiah and Sharfman.
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The New Testament also condemns slander and gossip as criminal
and states the speaker will suffer consequences unless there is
repentance (Romans 1:32). God holds you accountable for your words

(Matthew 12:36-37).

Moses’s sister was punished with tzaraat

Miriam is a perfect example of #zaraat as a punishment. In Numbers
12:10 and 11, she is struck with tzaraat for criticizing Moses and

his Cushite wife, and is quarantined outside the camp for seven days.

Torah tells Jews to remember six events

The Torah tells Jews to remember six events. They are listed in many
prayer books at the end of the morning service. The six are:

1. The Exodus from Egypt.

2. The sin of the Golden Calf.

3. The giving of the Torah.

4. The Shabbat.

5. The attack of Amalek.

6. The slander of Miriam

Why must Jews remember that Miriam was punished for slander?

We are encouraged to remember this event and realize that slander

is so egregious that even pious Miriam was punished for doing it.

Summary

Mistakes such as Jerome’s are not unique. We need to study the Bible
because it contains much to teach us. However, we should both

question what we read and turn to the writings of knowledgeable
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scholars who interpret the Bible for us. We should also learn from

Leviticus 13’s tzaraat to avoid gossip and slander.
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Chapter Five

The Portion Metzora (14:1-15:33) is not Read Alone

Sometimes, trying to help people seems complicated, but in this case,
where the goal is to learn the lessons of the Torah, the goal justifies the
means. Two biblical portions, Tazria and Metzora, are sometimes read
together. (An example is the week beginning April 27, 2025, as
explained below). This gives us a chance to explain what sometimes
occurs.

The five Books of Moses of the Torah are divided into 54 portions
today. Each portion is called a parshah, or a sidra in Hebrew. The
division makes it possible to read all five books each year. While the
secular calendar, based on the sun, contains 52 weeks of 365 and a
quarter days, the Jewish calendar, based on the moon, sometimes
requires an extra month (Adar) to align with the secular calendar. A
standard Jewish calendar year has 353, 354, or 355 days, depending on
certain circumstances. Leap years, which add an extra month of Adar
to the year, occur seven times over 19 years and have 383, 384, or 385
days.

Complicating the reading of 54 portions, special selections are read
on holidays instead of one of the 54 portions, usually related to the
day’s theme. They are read to remind Jews of the significance of a
given holiday. For example, on Passover, the biblical story of the
Exodus from Egypt is read to remind Jews why they celebrate it. In
addition, on holidays and Rosh Chodesh, the new moon, the Torah

portions that discuss the animals sacrificed on the altar that day in the
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ancient Jerusalem temple are read so that we do not forget Jewish
history.

Thus, the division of 54 portions assures that Jews can read all five
Books of Moses annually, even during a leap year with the extra month
of Adar. However, during non-leap years, and sometimes because the
usual portion is not read during a week due to special selections for
holidays, it is necessary to read two portions together to finish all 54
portions. This is what occurred during the week of April 27, 2025.
Other paired portions are Vayakhel-Pekudei, Tazria-Metzora, Behar-
Bechukotai, and Nitzavim-Vayelech. These pairings occur

approximately three to four times a year, depending on the calendar.

When did the practice of reading the Torah annually begin?

It is unknown when the practice of reading a portion of the Torah every
week and completing it in a year arose. The only available facts are that
a Mishnah in Talmud Megillah 29b mentions that the Torah was read
in a three-year cycle in Israel every year. Thus, the practice most likely
predates the Mishna period, which is dated around 200 CE.

The three-year cycle of Israel continued in some areas into the
Middle Ages. Maimonides, who died in 1204, mentions that it existed
during his lifetime. He disapproved of it in his Mishnah Torah, Hilchot
Tefillah 13:1, because he felt that reading all five books annually would
better improve Jews than doing so in a three-year cycle.

Some scholars date the annual reading of the entire Torah as early
as the Babylonian exile, which began after the first temple’s destruction
in 586 BCE. However, there is no evidence to support their

assertion. They suggest that after the Judean exiles returned to Israel
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from Babylon, Ezra the Scribe introduced the practice of public Torah
readings in a three-year cycle. They say that his system was modified
by Babylonian Jews who divided the Torah into 54 weekly portions to
be read in a year. They also say the annual cycle became universal
around 1100 CE, but the triennial cycle persisted in some areas for a

time.

When did Jews add a month to have the lunar year correspond to
the solar year?

It is not known, but it was likely done so that the corresponding month
would occur in the proper season, such as Passover, which occurs in
the spring.

Summary

While there is much we do not know, one thing is for sure. The practice
of annually studying the five Books of Moses in their entirety is an
excellent idea. The Torah is like a huge palace with a thousand rooms.
Each room has dozens of cabinets with dozens of drawers filled with
treasures. Seeing and enjoying all the treasures would take more than a
lifetime. So, too, no human can fully grasp all the treasures in the Torah
that would make life better. That said, we should try to gain and enjoy

as many Torah treasures as possible.
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Chapter Six
Azazel, Yom HaKippurim, and Yom Kippur

The terms “Azazel” and Yom HaKippurim are discussed in the biblical
portion of Acharei Mot (16:1—-18:30), but neither is part of Judaism
today. There are radically different interpretations of “Azazel,” and
the ceremony no longer exists. Yom HaKippurim was replaced by Yom
Kippur, which is not a biblical holiday. Yet there is still much we can

learn from them.

Azazel
The word Azazel is mentioned three times in the Book of Leviticus in
16:8, 16:10, and 16:21. In these verses, Azazel is associated with Yom
HaKippurim, which will be discussed below. Leviticus 16:7—10 states
that Moses’s brother, the High Priest Aaron:
“Should take the two goats and place them before the Lord
at the door of the tent of meeting. Aaron should cast lots for
the two goats, one for the Lord and the other for Azazel.
Aaron should bring the goat upon which the lot fell for the
Lord as a sin offering. However, the goat on which the lot
fell, I’ Azazel, should be kept alive before the Lord to make
atonement for him, to send it away into the wilderness,

[’Azazel.” (We will discuss /’Azazel below.)

In verses 11 and 16, the Torah states that the high priest Aaron not
only performs acts on this day of Yom HaKippurim for any misdeed he

committed, but also does so for his family and all Israelites.
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What is Azazel, and how should the law be understood?

The King James English translation of the Bible, published in 1611,
translates /’Azazel not as “to” Azazel but “as” a scapegoat. The
translators saw that the goat was unfairly blamed for Aaron’s, his
family’s, and other Israelites” misdeeds. The goat is the “fall guy” or
“whipping boy” for the actions of others. Once the goat is set away, the
misdeeds go with it, and the priest, his family, and all Israel are
cleansed of past wrong behaviors.

This is not the Jewish interpretation. It is an example of why we
must carefully use a Jewish translation and commentary to understand
the Bible.

Azazel is interpreted differently in the various Greek translations of
the Bible, the Latin Vulgate of Jerome, and Martin Luther’s translation.
They see the word made up of the Hebrew word az,” goat,” and the
Aramaic root azal, “to go.” This makes the term mean “the goat that
goes,” describing the goat’s actions.

The mystic Nachmanides (1194—1270) and the generally, but not
always, rational scholar Abraham ibn Ezra (1085-1167) identified
Azazel as a demon. Some scholars interpret Ibn Ezra as understanding
that the goat was sent to the demon as a bribe, hoping he would
intercede with God to forgive the Israelites for their misdeeds.

The Talmud (Yoma 63b) and Midrash Sifra (Aharei Mot) and other

sources interpret Azazel more rationally. They see the word as ”’strong”

21



and “hard,” as if it were written azz el, “hardest of the mountains,”
describing the place where the goat is sent.

Maimonides gives the most sensible understanding. He explains
that improper behavior cannot be taken from a person and transferred
elsewhere. The ritual is symbolic and serves to impress upon people the

need to repent.

Yom HaKippurim and Yom Kippur

Yom HaKippurim is mentioned in the Torah in three primary
passages: Leviticus 16:29-34, Leviticus 23:27-32, and Numbers 29:7—
11. These sections detail the rituals and commandments associated
with the day. As Maimonides explained, this was when the High Priest
entered the Holy of Holies of the tabernacle and performed acts that
symbolically encouraged the cessation of misbehaviors.

Yom Kippur is not mentioned in the Bible. It is a non-biblical
holiday that replaced Yom HaKippurim, a day on which only the high
priest performed, his principal function being to bring a sacrifice. When
the temple was destroyed in 70 CE, sacrifices ceased, and Yom
HaKippurim could no longer be observed. Our ancestors substituted
Yom Kippur for the no-longer-existing Yom HaKippurim. Yom
Kippur is different from Yom HaKippurim.

Yom Kippur is singular, a “day of atonement,” while Yom
HaKippurim is plural, a “day of atonements.” It is plural because the
High Priest atoned for himself, his family, and all Israel, while average
Israelites were passive; they only te’anu et nafshoteikhem, a biblical
requirement that is obscure and may mean only that average Israelites

should reflect on their deeds. Yom Kippur is singular because each Jew
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observes it for themself. When Yom Kippur was established, the
biblical words in the prior sentence were interpreted to mean that the
Jew must fast.

Unlike Yom Kippur, which is a sad fast day, Yom HaKippurim was
not sad. During the Second Temple period, the Israelites spent the
afternoon dancing with young women, a practice that led to many
marriages.

The history of Yom Kippur's creation, which many consider the
most significant day in Judaism, should make us realize that, while
important, it is not the most significant day in Judaism. The most
important day is the biblical day Shabbat.

Shabbat is the metaphorical day, the time when God finished
creation, leaving humans to work with the laws of nature, which were
part of the creation. These laws inspired humans to improve themselves
and to appreciate all that God provided in creation. The primary
function of Shabbat is to improve. Yom Kippur also seeks

improvement, but it stresses fixing mistakes.
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Chapter Seven
What is Holiness?

The biblical portion Kedoshim, 19:1-20:26, is read together with the
prior portion of Aharei Mot in non-leap years, such as the week of May
4, 2025. It contains many significant laws dealing with holiness. What
is holiness?

Many think “Holiness” is an other-worldly, mystical concept, or a
way of acquiring something divine. This is not true. This false notion
does not help people improve; it only supports those who prefer to be
passive and depend on outside help. Instead of being passive, we should
act to improve ourselves and everything else that exists in this world.

The true definition of “Holiness” is rational and practical. It means
being separate, or set apart. God, for example, is holy because God is
different and set apart from everything that is not God, and people are
holy when they set themselves apart from improper behaviors. Another
example is Shabbat, which is sacred because it is a day set apart to teach
many lessons.

Verse 20:26 makes this definition clear. The Torah states: “You
must be holy for Me, for I, the Lord, have set you apart from other
people that you should be for Me.” Midrash Sifra explains that this
means you should separate yourself from what is wrong.

The portion Kedoshim lists many acts that require holiness. We are
told to “fear” our mothers and fathers. The decalogue mentions
“honoring” fathers and mothers. There is no need to talk about fearing

a father, because, as Midrash Sifra and Talmud Kiddushin 31a state,
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most children fear their fathers but not their mothers. The Torah tells
us here to set ourselves apart from others who fail to do so and fear our
mothers as well.

Perhaps it is mentioned first because family is the core of society,
and children living in one-parent homes, though not always, frequently
stray from what is proper. We can and should learn how to behave with
others from a good family setting.

Then comes Shabbat, undoubtedly because of what my dad
reiterated to me when I went on my first military assignment, “Israel,
be sure to observe the Shabbat. More than you keeping the Shabbat, the
Shabbat will keep you.” He was right.

Next comes the prohibition against worshiping idols. Even today,
many waste time and idolize things that are improper. We must learn
to respect time, which is more important than objects. It is one of the
lessons of the Shabbat.

These laws are followed by rules requiring that one should not do
good things in the wrong way, even when giving charity to strangers,
prohibiting theft, lying, swearing falsely, and not paying workers on
time. The Talmud Bava Metzia 111a states that one who does not pay
workers on time violates five prohibitions. Some of the prohibitions are
theft, cursing, even those who cannot hear the curse, and placing
stumbling blocks before those who are blind, which includes non-blind
people who do not see what you are doing.

We are warned to make proper judgments, not to slander others, not

to stand idly when a person’s blood is spilt, and not to hate other people,

2 Achad Ha'Am said, “More than the Jews kept Shabbat, Shabbat has kept the Jews.”
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a rule that controls not only acts, but also encourages us to train
ourselves to think correctly. The Decalogue command not to covet
what belongs to others is similar.

The list goes on, including many rules that should set us apart from
those who violate them, such as 19:33 and 34. This is one of Judaism’s
favorites, and certainly mine: “If a stranger lives with you in your land,
do not wrong him. Treat him like a citizen ... you must love him as
yourself.” This is holiness.

Shadal reminds us that our ancestors also saw a prohibition against
revenge implied in 19:33, 34, and similar verses. Many people
recognize that misbehavior against other people is wrong, but think
revenge is an exception because it’s proper justice. Therefore, the
Torah tells us to love others as we love ourselves. Just as we would not
want others to take revenge against us, we should not take revenge on
others, even if the revenge seems justified.

Shadal also tells us what Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786) saw in
the verse: The love of the other should be both in quantity and quality.

Mendelssohn valued reason and was the first Jew to
bring secular culture to Orthodox Jews. He set himself apart from those
who thought rational thinking was wrong, and then performed a holy

act as if to dispel the notion.
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Chapter Eight
An Unanswered Question

The eighth biblical portion of Leviticus, Emor, 21:1-24:23, the thirty-
first of fifty-four portions, contains some enlightening and humane
rules. However, it also leaves us with a question that has been asked
for centuries without an adequate answer.

In prior essays, we saw many Torah rules that benefit all humans
and societies. They are compassionate and improve individuals and
inanimate objects.

For example, Leviticus 19:33 says, “If a stranger lives with you in
your land, do not wrong him. Treat him like a citizen ... you must love
him as yourself.” The word “stranger”” means not only a non-Jew, but
even a person you have never seen before. Remarkably, the rule to love
a stranger is repeated thirty-six times in the Torah to emphasize its
importance. No other command has such an emphasis. This is a
fantastic, caring command. I can think of no other ancient culture, aside
from isolated individuals, that stressed this lesson.

In this biblical portion, Emor, in Leviticus 24:21, the Torah states,
“If someone kills a person, the perpetrator shall be put to death.” The
Torah again respects all humans and makes no distinction between
Jews and non-Jews.

The Torah frequently teaches respect for all people. Deuteronomy
23:25 warns employers that their employees must be allowed to eat
while they work in the fields. This law also applies to non-Jewish

employees.
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These laws even respect non-humans. In Leviticus 22:28, we are
told that slaughtering a cow or sheep and its offspring on the same day
is prohibited. We are taught to recognize that even animals have
feelings that must be respected. The mother animal is hurt seeing her
child killed.

Maimonides, in Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Deot 1:6, points out that
many verses show that God is sensitive to the feelings of animals. We
are told in Deuteronomy 11:15 and Talmud Gittin 62b that we must
feed animals before we feed ourselves. Similarly, in Deuteronomy
22:6-7, we are commanded to care for a mother bird’s feelings and not
let her see us taking away her eggs. Also, not only does the Torah
mandate in the Decalogue that Jews must rest on the Shabbat, but they
must also allow their animals to rest.

Families that have pets agree that pets have feelings. Yet, as
skeptical as people can be, it should surprise no one that some are
immune to the idea that animals have any feelings.

For example, the mystic Nachmanides (1194-1270) argued that
animals lack feelings, and the law requiring the treatment of animals
kindly was instituted to teach humans to be sensitive to the sensitivities
of other humans.

He writes in his commentary to Deuteronomy 22:6, “it was not a
matter of God’s mercy extending to the bird’s nest or the dam and its
young, since His mercies did not extend so far with them, for, if so, He
would have forbidden slaughter altogether. But the reason for the
prohibition (against taking the dam with its nest, or against killing the

dam with its young in one day) is (only) to teach “us” the trait of
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compassion and that we should not be cruel, for cruelty proliferates in
man’s soul.”

Thus, even Nachmanides, who holds that animals have no feelings,
agrees that we are expected to learn from these laws to treat fellow
humans and animals with compassion.

These laws, which trained Jews, help us explain why Jews, who are
only about 0.02 percent of the world population, have won so many
Nobel Prizes.

Between 1901 and 2023, the Nobel Prize was awarded to over 900
individuals. At least 214 of them are believed to be Jewish or to have
been raised Jewish. This is over 23% of the recipients, far beyond
0.02%.

Jews contributed significantly to world health. There were 59
Jewish Nobel Prize winners in the health field, comprising 26% of
worldwide recipients and 38% of American recipients. Ten percent of
the worldwide winners of the Peace Prize were Jews, and eight percent
were Americans.

But all of this, especially that so many Jews won the Nobel Peace
Prize for seeking harmony among all people, raises an age-old question
that has never been satisfactorily answered: Since Jews taught many
considerate and benevolent lessons and contributed much to society,

why is the world filled with anti-Semitism?
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Chapter Nine
Jewish Values in the Torah Portion

As it turned out during the week of May 18, 2025, the 32" and 33 of
the fifty-four biblical portions of the Torah are read together. They are
Behar (Leviticus 25:1-26:2) and Bechukotai (26:3-27:34). Each has
much to teach us today.

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

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

He devotes each of his fifty-four chapters to the fifty-four portions
Jews read weekly each year. Rather than attempting to prove he is a
scholar, which he does not need to confirm, or telling readers mystical
or sermonic lessons, he devotes each chapter of generally five pages to
a single fundamental Jewish value that he examines insightfully at
length.

Among the fifty-four values Rabbi Amsel discusses are how to live
forever, whether Judaism is a culture or religion, the attitude towards
less observant Jews, the primacy of the Land of Israel, keeping a Jewish
name, the Jewish attitude towards animals, God, prophecy, lying,
dreams, war, revenge, time, jealousy, holiness, birthdays, family, and

antisemitism.
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For example, the biblical portion Behar examines eight Jewish
thoughts that prohibit making people feel bad. It gives examples from
various Jewish sources, such as the biblical and talmudic commentator
Rashi, born in 1040.

Rashi tells readers the lesson of Leviticus 25:17 based on the
Talmud Bava Metzia 58b. Overcharging a person in a financial
transaction violates the Torah because it makes the person feel bad.
Rashi adds that the following verse, 18, can cause bad feelings simply
by the use of improper words or by teasing others.

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

He also tells us what Nechama Leibowitz, Sefer Chasidim,
Shulchan Aruch, Igeret HaTeshuvah,’ Maharal, Tosafot, and others
say.

Readers will learn much from the examples Rabbi Amsel gives. He
concludes by stating, “Based on all these sources, it is clear that a
serious Jew must be very thoughtful, careful, and diligent before he or

she opens his or her mouth to speak to or engage with anyone.”

3 Rabbi Schneur Zalman
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Chapter Ten
Strange Practices that Need an Explanation

Rabbi Dr. Nachum Amsel’s discussion on Bechukotai, which he entitles
“Retirement in Judaism,” will surprise readers. Among much
fascinating and instructive information, he tells us about some strange
ancient and modern retirement practices. He explains some of them,
but others are unexplainable, although they all make us think.

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

He presents many views similar to those in his chapters on other
biblical portions, but he also includes some rather strange ancient
behaviors.

For example, in 27:2, the Torah states that if a man promises to give
the value of his body to the temple without specifying a number, he
must donate fifty shekels, but only fifteen if he is sixty years old or
older. If a woman makes the vow, the required donation is less. Also,
people older than sixty are not counted in a census. What is the reason

for these age-related rules?
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Rabbi Amsel explains Rashi’s view that the donation rules are
based on physical strength, and the Talmud (Bava Batra 121a) says the
census is based on the ancient biblical custom that only men went to
war. Those above age sixty were not included.

He mentions that in Nachmanides’ commentary to Numbers 26:64—
65, Nachmanides writes that sixty is the retirement age for military duty
because twenty to sixty are the “essential years of a person.” What is
“essential”’? Does Nachmanides think a Jew should retire at age sixty?
Is he disagreeing with the former citations? Is he saying I should stop
writing because [ am 89?

Should the ancient Bible's military retirement practice prompt us to
think that many generals in the US Army today who are older than 60
should retire?

The Talmud, Sanhedrin 17a, states that if a scholar is very elderly,
he should not serve on the highest judicial court. Why? Also, why is
there no retirement requirement for US Supreme Court Justices?
Supreme Court Justices in Israel must retire at age seventy.

Even more perplexing are the following historical facts. The
concept of retirement, in which a government pays citizens who leave
work due to old age or illness, is modern. The German statesman Otto
von Bismarck, who unified Germany (1815-1898), instituted the
system in 1879. He gave the money only to people over 70, even though
the average age of death was under 40. Why?

Similarly, when US President Roosevelt introduced the Social
Security system in 1935 to pay workers when they reached age 65, the
average age of death in the USA was 59. What was he thinking?
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Aside from the unusual cases of Bismarck and Roosevelt, it appears
that there is no universal rule about retirement; ideas about it change,
but generally speaking, although not always, there is no mandatory

retirement requirement in Judaism today.
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PART TWO

Other Questions






Chapter Eleven
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

Award-winning American author Edward Albee (1928-2016) first
staged the three-act play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf in 1962. The
play became an enormous, award-winning hit. The dialogue has
changed over the past six decades, but the primary message has not.
We need to understand the message. It tells us a fact that many people
do not want to face.

The play’s name is derived from the words in the Walt Disney film
Who's Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf. Albee changed the ending to
“Virginia Woolf,” who committed suicide because she was afraid of,
or unable to deal with life, or something similar.

The play’s message is that many people, living long before Albee
wrote the play and even today, cannot live without lies and illusions.

Albee uses the term “illusions,” as in act three when Martha tells
her husband George, “Truth and illusion, George, you don’t know the
difference.” Albee informs us that, because of fear, people create lies,
which he calls “illusions,” and live by these lies rather than the truth.

In his play, Albee focused on the lies and illusions that two married
couples shared during their courtship and marriage, as well as in other
areas, such as their relationships with relatives. One illusion was that
the wife of one couple did not deceive her suitor into believing she was
pregnant. Another was that the other couple needed to persuade people
that they had a son who died because they could not admit that they
were incapable of bearing a child.

38



Philosophers and clerics also needed to tell what the Greek
philosopher Plato called “Noble Lies.” Philosophers told lies because
they were sure people would be unable to live comfortably if they were
told truths, such as that many laws are not rational, but are designed by
politicians to control them. Clerics do so when they persuade their
congregants that God becomes angry if they misbehave and will punish
them in Hell.

So, the answer to “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?” is the
majority of humans. They are unable to accept life without lies and

illusions.
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Chapter Twelve
A Seemingly Simple, Senseless Sentence

We need to question everything, even our prayers. By questioning, we
learn; by learning, we improve ourselves and help improve others, and
even inanimate items. An example is a seemingly silly statement in one
of our prayers.

Many Jews follow a meal that includes bread with a rather long
collection of blessings to God. It is called Birkat Hamazon in Hebrew,
“Grace After Meals” in English, and Benftching in Yiddish. The
benediction thanks God for the food, the land, and the blessings of daily
life.

The long Birkat Hamazon is recited only after consuming a meal
with at least a relatively small amount of bread. Shorter versions, called
Al Hamichyah or Borei Nefashot, are recited and give thanks after other
foods when bread is not included.

The Birkat Hamazon contains over half a dozen long paragraphs,
with additional paragraphs for special occasions such as Shabbat,
holidays, and weddings. Overall, the many paragraphs express our
recognition that all we have is the result of God’s creation.

A joke makes this clear.

A boy tells his dad he is going outside to play ball.
“Who are you playing with?’

“I’m playing with God.”

“With God?!”
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“Yes. I throw the ball up to God, and God throws it back to

2

me.

While this is a naive, childish understanding of the laws of gravity,
it contains some truth. God created the laws of nature, including
gravity. God is the ultimate cause of the ball falling to the child.

It is the same with the blessing after the meal. We recognize that all
we have comes from God.

Since this is the theme of the blessing, the seemingly simple
sentence near its end is surprising. The sentence states, “From when I
was young until now, I have never seen a pious person who was
abandoned and his children begging for bread.”

This makes no sense. Many people are insensitive to others. We
have seen pious people who are not helped by others. What is the
sentence saying?

I could not think of an answer. But remembering that we need to
question everything and that, when we do, we learn and improve, I
decided to ask my bright son, Stephen, if he knew what the sentence
was saying.

Stephen replied that he did not know either. But he continued and
gave me the next step to unravel the mystery. “You need to see where
this sentence appears, and the contexts will clarify the matter.”

He was correct. The sentence is the penultimate verse, the next-to-
last sentence in the lengthy benediction. The last sentence summarizes
the preceding paragraphs: “God gives strength to His people and

peace.”
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I saw my mistake. I understood the penultimate sentence refers to
humans. I should have understood that, like the entire Birkat Hamazon,
it relates to God. It says that God does not abandon people.

Only then did I understand that the word “pious” in the sentence
means an individual who sensibly accepts life, as a person should. In
the final sentence, I also understood that “strength” refers to the gift of
human intelligence, the “Image of God” that Genesis 1 states God
placed in humans.

Maimonides wrote in his Guide for the Perplexed 3:28 that people
mistakenly believe that Divine Providence means that God watches
over people, interferes with the laws of nature, and aids people when
they need help. He explains that Divine Providence is the intellect God
placed in humans to aid them, and that the person with a greater
intellect receives better assistance. His words are, “Divine providence
is proportional to the person’s intellectual development in each
instance.”

So, the penultimate sentence in the Birkat Hamazon is not
senseless, and together with the other paragraphs of the prayer, they
recognize that God provided everything on earth. We thank God for
what he gave us, and in the last two sentences, we see a summary. If
we use our intelligence and not allow ourselves to be overcome when
life is difficult, realizing that if things are easy, there is probably
something wrong, then difficulties can encourage growth. The use of
intelligence can give us peace. We will see, as the sentence says, God

has not abandoned us. He gave us the solution to our problems.
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Chapter Thirteen
Was the Bible Translated Correctly?

Unfortunately, there are many instances of well-meaning, intelligent
people misinterpreting the Bible. Sometimes they do it intentionally to
teach a lesson, and sometimes they are wrong, as discussed in the

chapter on leprosy. I will give two examples of each here.

Intentional mistranslations

An example of the first kind is the Hebrew word nefesh. It means a
person in the Torah. Later, post-biblical Hebrew added the definition
“soul,” but this is not the meaning in the Torah. Nefesh occurs 754
times in the Torah. The first four times it describes animals: Genesis
1:20, sea life; Genesis 1:21, great sea life; Genesis 1:24, land creatures;
and Genesis 1:30, birds and land creatures. Later, Genesis 2:7 describes
people.

The biblical term always denotes physical life, as in Genesis 2:7,
which states, “The Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground,
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living
nefesh,” meaning a living being. The word never implies a soul, a
concept not mentioned in the Torah.

Some rabbis, knowing this, nevertheless interpret certain verses
that use nefesh as "soul" in sermons to teach people how to behave.
They say that people should train themselves not to even think evil
thoughts about others.

Another example is the word ger. In the Torah, the term means

“stranger,” a non-Israelite, and appears 36 times, to emphasize its
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importance. It tells us to treat non-Jews who are also children of God
as we want them to treat us. The decree is articulated in many ways:
“You shall not wrong nor oppress the stranger, remember you were
strangers in the Land of Egypt” (Exodus 22:20). “The strangers who
reside with you shall be to you as your citizens” (Leviticus19:34). Also
in Deuteronomy 10:19, 23:8, and dozens more.

However, when Jews began to convert non-Jews to Judaism, and
our ancestors feared that Jews who were born Jewish might not treat
new Jews as fellow Jews, they used the term ger to refer to a proselyte
and said that the Torah tells us 36 times to love the proselyte.

There is no mention of a need for conversion or any kind of
ceremony in the Torah for non-Jews to join the Jewish people. Jews
began accepting converts to Judaism only around the 2nd century BCE,
when Hasmonean leaders converted some of the conquered people. The
apocryphal book Judith, written around that time, portrays a non-Jew

becoming circumcised to be Jewish.

Possible misunderstandings
The following are two examples where the translator may have
misunderstood the Bible.

Rashi, Maimonides, I, and others interpret the Torah introduction
differently from how most commentators translate it. The often-
appearing translation from the Hebrew is two sentences: “In the
beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was

unformed, and the spirit of God hovered over the water.”
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We see the introduction as a single sentence: “When God began to
create the heaven and the earth, the earth was unformed, and God’s
spirit hovered over the water.”

Maimonides notes that it is possible to read this first verse as
Aristotle does. Before God began to create, matter existed, and
although God made new things, He formed them from preexisting
matter. [ agree with Maimonides that this possibility exists, but |
translate the final clause differently.

The Hebrew is ruach Elohim, which is generally translated as “the
spirit of God (hovered over the water),” which makes no sense to me.
I recognized that ancient Israelites and non-Israelites used e/ to mean
“powerful” and applied it to describe their god. I think the plural form
Elohim was used by Jews to denote the Jewish concept of God because,
as the plural suggests, the Jewish idea of God is that He is more potent
than the idols. I also noticed that Elohim is used in the Torah to refer to
God and to powerful human figures such as judges and brilliant people,
as in Genesis 6:2, Exodus 21:6, 22:8-9, I Samuel 2:25, Psalm 82:6, and
elsewhere. Therefore, I translate the final clause in the first sentence as,
“and a mighty wind blew over water.”

When I graduated with a PhD from Saint Mary’s Seminary and
University, I already had at least some familiarity with six languages. |
had also spent two years in high school learning Latin, so I decided to
take a course in Greek at the University. On the first day of the class,
which taught Greek using the New Testament book of John, I noticed

a massive mistake in the translation of the first sentence.
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The first sentence in John in Greek is “Ev épyij fjv 6 Abyog, xoi 6
A6y0¢ v mpog 10V Oedv, kai Ogog fjv 6 Aéyoc.” In English, this translates
to “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God.” The term translated Word is Adyog, “logus” in
English letters.

John was composed between 95 and 110 CE, when many early
Christians still held on to some Jewish ideas. The translation into
English was done later.

I knew Hebrew and Aramaic then and was writing my major works
on the Onkelos Aramaic translation of the Hebrew Bible. I explained
in my writing that the Aramaic translator did not like to portray God as
human and avoided doing so by using the Aramaic word memra, which
means both “word” and “wisdom.” I also knew a few words in Greek
before I started this course, and I knew that the Greek logos was like
the memra and had a dual meaning.

The translator of John made two mistakes.

First, the Hebrew Bible does not say that the beginning of creation
was a single word. The rabbis point out that God created or formed the
world with ten statements. A simple reading of Genesis 1 reveals this.

Second, not only does logus mean word, but also wisdom. Many
Jewish sources indicate that God created or formed the world with
wisdom, and the author of John may have been reflecting their ancient
idea, which his translator did not realize.

The Aramaic translation of Genesis 1:1, Targum Neophyti, is a

paraphrased version of the Hebrew Bible in Aramaic. It translates
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Genesis 1:1 as: “From the beginning with wisdom, the memra (word
and wisdom) of the Lord created and made the heavens and the earth.”

Proverbs 8:22-31 also portrays God creating or forming the world
with wisdom. Wisdom is personified, existing before creation and
participating in making the heavens and earth. This idea also appears
in other wisdom literature, such as Psalm 104:24 and the Wisdom of
Solomon.

Thus, we may have two mistranslations of the Bible—one Jewish
and one non-Jewish—and there are many more.

We must pay close attention to what we read and be prepared to
question what seems wrong. This is how we improve ourselves and

help others.
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Chapter Fourteen
The Harm of Criticism

I am convinced that judging others harms us. Judging others means
criticizing them or complaining about them, which is a serious crime.

1t is the opposite of the Torah's basic principle.

Sometimes it is allowed

It is proper for people to judge others in situations when doing so
improves them and society, as indicated in Talmud Pesachim 113b and
Maimonides’ Code of Jewish Laws, Laws of Character Traits 6:7
which states, “If one observes that someone committed a sin or has
followed the wrong path, it is a duty to bring the erring person back to
the right path by pointing out to him that he is doing wrong to himself
by his bad behavior, as it is said (in Leviticus 19:17), “You must
reproach your neighbor.” However, this situation rarely occurs.

In contrast, opportunities to criticize friends, family members,
acquaintances, and objects occur almost daily, harming both the
criticizer and the criticized.

For example, you feel good seeing a painting or reading a novel and
think it is interesting. Often, what you see prompts you to consider new
ideas. Conversely, when you think negatively about the painting and
novel, you feel bad, thus your criticism hurts you, and you derive no
benefit from the viewing and reading.

Criticism often leads to anger towards the criticizer. Anger, in turn,

causes the body to produce harmful substances that cause pain. Is the
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pain a gift from God that God placed in the laws of nature to warn
people to cease reproaching others?

The rule to avoid criticism is emphasized in many ancient sources.

Torah

Leviticus 19:15 states, “You must judge others with
righteousness.” This means that instead of condemning individuals, we
should first look at their positive qualities and judge them according to
their merits, not just their flaws.

Leviticus 19:17 and 18 state, “’You must not hate your brother in
your heart or criticize others, and misbehave because of him. You must
not take vengeance nor bear any grudge against others, but you must
love others as yourself.”

Verses 17 and 18 tell us how to act, and even think and feel. They
point out that criticism of others is the opposite of loving others as
yourself. Rabbi Akiva, who was murdered by the Romans around 135
CE, considered love of others the basis of the Torah. More than a
century earlier, the sage Hillel (c. 49 BCE-24 CE) translated this rule

as, “Do not do to others what you do not want them to do to you.”

Other Jewish sources

The imperative to judge people favorably by giving them the benefit of
the doubt is discussed in the Talmud in Shavuot 30a, Ethics of the
Fathers 1:6,and many other Jewish sources, including Talmud
Shabbat 127b, which states that a person who judges others favorably
will be judged favorably by God.
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New Testament

Matthew 7:1-3 also reflects this idea. It states, “Do not judge, or you
too will be judged. In the same way you judge others, you will be
judged, and the measure you use will be measured against you. Why
do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no

attention to the plank in your eye?

Cain and Abel

There is a problem in the tale of Cain and Abel. Genesis 4:8 states,
“Cain said to his brother Abel, and while they were in the field, Cain
rose against his brother Abel and killed him.” The verse does not reveal
what Cain said to Abel.

Many people suppose that this is the result of a scribal error. The
scribe made a mistake and left out what was said. This is possible. The
Torah does not state that God watched over the scribe to ensure that no
errors would occur.

However, I suggest that the Torah may also have intentionally left
out what was said. It tells us that any criticism Cain made against his
brother was harmful. Whatever he said led to anger, the murder of his
brother Abel, and he, Cain, was severely punished. The absence of
specific criticism in this verse emphasizes the harm that any criticism

can produce.

Moses

The Torah tells us that Judaism’s great leader, Moses, led the Israelites
from slavery toward the promised land of Canaan, later called Israel.

He was looking forward to taking the Israelites into Israel. But one day,
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when the Israelites annoyed him when he was giving them water, he
criticized them and did not do as God had instructed him. God reacted
by telling him he could not take his people to Israel, but would die in
the desert.

Elijah

Similarly, the famous prophet Elijah constantly criticized Jews for
worshiping idols. The criticism resulted in threats to his life. He ran to
the Sinai desert for safety, where God rebuked him, saying He spoke to
the people softly. Thus, as He did with Moses, God said Elijah’s
prophetic role ended, and God killed him.

Many people see the words that God caused him to come to heaven
in a fiery chariot as a reward, but these words only mean he died. They
are like the words used by many clerics today who say in their eulogies,
“God has called your beloved home.” (Also, we need to understand that
the depiction of Elijah in the Bible is different than how he is pictured
in legends. In the latter, he is always seen helping people. I explain this
in my books, Who Really Was the Biblical Elijah? and Who Was the
Prophet Elisha?)

Levi Yitzchak of Berdychiv

There are many stories about the famous Chasidic Rebbe Levi Yitzchak
of Berdychiv, who always sought to find the favorable in others. One
story involves the day he saw a Jewish man eating during Yom Kippur,
when eating and drinking are forbidden.

He said to the man. “I see you are not feeling well, so you

should eat. I hope you will be well soon.”
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“I’'m fine, Rabbi. Thank you for your wishes,” the man

replied.
“Then, you must have forgotten that today is Yom Kippur?”
“No. I know today is Yom Kippur.”

“But don’t you know that Yom Kippur is a fast day, and we

are not allowed to eat today?”
“Of course, I know that, Rabbi.”

When he heard this, the rabbi turned toward heaven and
said, “Dear God, see how righteous Jews are. I gave this man

many opportunities, but he refuses to tell a lie!”

Summary

It is no surprise that people love the stories of the Berdychiv rabbi. He
not only never criticized, but also obeyed the basic principle of the

Torah: to love others.
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Some Philosophies of Judaism






Chapter Fifteen
Ibn Ezra’s Philosophical Book about Judaism

Abraham ibn Ezra (1089 or 1092—1164) was among the most brilliant
Jewish thinkers of the Middle Ages. His book Yesod Mora answers the
question: What are Judaism’s basic teachings? Being human, he, like
all other people, even the best of humanity, made mistakes in his
thinking, such as believing that astrology is an actual science. Yet,
overall, he ranks among the foremost thinkers of Judaism. His Bible
commentaries are included in many rabbinical Bibles, and people like
reading them.

In 1995, H. Norman Strickman translated and annotated ibn Ezra’s
masterpiece, the twelve chapters of Sefer Yesod Mora Ve-Sod Ha-
Torah, a Treatise on the Foundation of Awe and The Secret of the
Torah. The following are some ideas from that book.

His life

Abraham ben Meir ibn Ezra was an outstanding scholar of Andalusian
Jewry. He was born in Tudela, Spain, and was one of medieval Jewry’s
greatest Bible commentators, as well as a philosopher, poet,
mathematician, grammarian, and astrologer. He was poor and very
unlucky, but had a sense of humor. He wrote: “Were I a dealer in
shrouds, no man would ever die” and “Were I a seller of candles, the

sun would never set.” Four of his five children died in infancy.
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It is reported that his fifth son converted to Islam and later returned

to Judaism, but died before his father. His wife died in 1140, and he

never remarried. He began his Bible commentary that year.

His ideas

Ibn Ezra based his Bible commentary on the rules of Hebrew grammar

and the text’s plain meaning, not on the sermons rabbis read into the

words or on the halakha they saw hinted at in it.

The following are some of his thoughts:

A person who does not understand the Torah will foolishly
accept a midrashic interpretation as the text’s literal meaning,
and that many rabbinic statements should not be taken at face
value. One must know logic and the secular sciences to interpret
these statements correctly.

He observed laws that talmudic rabbis derived from the Torah
verses and stressed that Jews should observe halakha. “The
minds of the sages were greater than our minds.” He may have
written this for the uneducated multitude, ideas Plato called
“noble lies,” while Maimonides called them “essential truths.”
In addition to studying the written Torah, one must study and
know the oral Torah of the rabbis.

Verses that refer to God in human terms should not be taken
literally, but rather interpreted metaphorically. God has no
physicality, nor any emotions.

He emphasized the need to study and acquire wisdom. He

insisted that, important as the study of the Torah and Talmud is,
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one must master additional secular science if one wants to
master God’s law and develop one’s rational understanding.
Wisdom is what many people call the soul that does not perish
when the body dies, and eternal life is acquired by gaining
wisdom.

He mocked Jews who followed Jewish tradition, but did not
understand it. “One who has mastered the Masorah but has not
studied any other wisdom is like a camel that carries a load of
silk. It is of no use to the silk, and the silk is of no use to it.”
Such a person is like the one who holds a medical book in his
hand and spends his life finding out how many pages it has, how
many columns, and how many letters, but heals no illness.
“Even if we know the entire Book of the Psalms (what have we
gained?).”

Ibn Ezra also mocked rabbis and scholars who devote all their
time to studying talmudic passages without practical relevance.
One of the primary purposes of the mitzvot (commands) is to
prevent a person’s corporeal nature from dominating the
person’s mind.

The claim that there are 613 commands is sermonic, and many
of the biblical commands counted among the 613 are no longer
applicable. Commands such as setting an altar on Mount Ebal,
writing the Torah, setting aside cities of refuge, and waging war

against Amalek were suitable only for the ancient Israelites.
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The first five laws of the Decalogue, the Ten Commandments,
relate to the mind. They are the most essential precepts of the
Torah.

It is a mistake to seek reasons for any of the many differences
in spellings and words in scripture.

People should obey the halakha, Jewish law, even if they do not
understand it.

Talmudic learning is not an end in itself.

Emphasizing faith is a terrible mistake. Judaism emphasizes
actions, not beliefs.

All of the Torah commandments are rational. There is a good,
useful reason for every one of them.

When using the word “secret,” one should not be understood as
saying the command is mystical and esoteric, but rather that
some people do not understand the law.

One knows God by studying the nature that God created.
While he is praised by many, Saadiah Gaon’s The Book of
Beliefs is in many places incomprehensible.

While the rabbinic sage Rav maintained in the Talmud Yoma
28b states that Abraham observed the entire Torah before it was
revealed, it is more reasonable to say he observed those
practices that he found rational.

Scripture does not explicitly mention that the Torah’s famous
Shema, “Hear Israel, the Lord is God, the Lord is unique,” must

be recited.
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e God gave Israel the gift of not needing physicians if they
observed the Torah. (Since this view is inconsistent with much
of his other views and is contrary to rationality, this may be a
“noble lie” to make the masses feel good about their religion,
and to encourage them to obey Jewish law.)

While I agree with his former ideas, I do not agree with the

following:

e Ibn Ezra states that sending the goat to Azazel on Yom
HaKippurim was to bribe the devil not to give a bad report about
Israel to God. (It may be that he thought that the early Israelites,
who were superstitious, needed a non-rational practice such as
this to feel better.)

e He accepted the view that astrology was good science.

e He disagreed with Rashbam, the grandson of Rashi, that

according to the Torah, the biblical day began in the morning.
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Chapter Sixteen

Nachmanides’ View of God

Nachmanides’ views of the world and the Bible often differ from those

of many modern people, who may consider some of his thirteenth-
century views superstitious. While I disagree with only a few of Ibn
Ezra’s ideas, I disagree with virtually all of Nachmanides’ beliefs.
However, fairness requires readers to recognize that Nachmanides’
views were held by most of his contemporaries, Maimonides being a
startling exception. Even today, many Jews and non-Jews champion his
opinions.

Moses ben Nachman (Moses son of Nachman, 1194-1270) is
commonly known as Nachmanides, the Greek version Noyuoviong,
meaning “son of Nachman.” Many refer to him by the
acronym Ramban, “Rabbi Moses son of Nachman,” even though he
was not a rabbi, as Jews did not use the title of rabbi in Spain. This
situation also applies to Maimonides, who was called Rambam despite
not having, nor using, the title of rabbi. Nachmanides was also known
by his Catalonian name Bonastruc ¢a Porta, which means
“Goodness near the Gate.” He was a leading medieval Jewish
scholar, mystic, biblical and Talmud commentator, and was raised,
studied, and lived in Girona, Catalonia, for most of his life. He left
Catalonia after being in a debate, which will be discussed below, and

traveled to Israel. Many think he helped re-establish
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the Jewish community in Jerusalem after the Crusaders destroyed parts
of the city in 1099.

The following are some of his ideas.

Reading mystic ideas into halakhah

Nachmanides was a mystic. He infused his writings with his version of
mysticism, including his conceptions of halakhah, Jewish law. In
his Kabbalah, Halakhah, and Spiritual Leadership,”* For example, he
insisted that white wine is unacceptable for the Shabbat Kiddush, the
blessing over wine that introduces the Shabbat meal. Rabbinic non-
mystical sources state the opposite: if people have white wine that is
superior to their red wine, the white wine should be used. Even the
mystic Joseph Karo allowed white wine for Kiddush in his book on

Jewish law, Bet Yosef.s

God’s involvement in human affairs

Nachmanides states in Genesis 17:1, 46:15, Exodus 13:16, and
Leviticus 26:11 that this world does not function according to the laws
of nature. He insists that God is constantly and directly involved in
every human act and thought, and that God frequently interferes with
and even controls them.

He calls these divine manipulations “hidden miracles.” Thus, he

contends in his commentary on the book of Genesis that when the

See Sources for Moshe Idel and Mortimer Ostow, page 69.

Orach Chayim 272, s. v. garsenan. Nachmanides’ approach to halakhah, reading material
into texts that is not present and which can only be seen by an adept in mysticism helped
in the development of the charismatic leader, the pious rabbi who understood and who
alone could pass on truth.
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Midrash relates that the patriarch Abraham was saved when King
Nimrod threatened to kill him, this actually happened because God
interfered with nature and changed Nimrod’s intention; He “put it in
the heart of that king to save him.”

He used this principle of divine intervention to explain other
midrashim, considering them historical facts, such as the unusual
lengths of the lives of Moses’s mother, Aaron’s grandson Pinchas, and
King David’s ancestress Ruth.

Since he was certain in the truthfulness of the midrashic story of
Abraham’s father being an idol worshiper and that Abraham was saved
by God when Nimrod tried to kill him, he wondered how Midrash
Genesis Rabba might have interpreted Genesis 15:15, “And you will
come to your father in peace,” to say that Abraham would join his
father, an idolater, in the world-to-come.¢

He answers his question with the view of some rabbis in the
Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 104a, that the merit of a son’s good
deeds has the power to affect and benefit his father even though the
father was evil during his lifetime, committed idol worship, despised

his son’s good behavior, and is now dead.’

The conflict between midrashim does not exist when one realizes that each Midrash is not
recounting a truthful event, but is only telling a tale as a parable to teach a lesson.

This concept of zachut avot and zachut banim is in the Targums Pseudo-Jonathan and
Neophyti, but is absent from Targum Onkelos. See 1. Drazin, Targumic Studies, pages 77—
103.
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Nachmanides’ theory of war is another example of his view that
God is involved in human affairs. He asserts that God manages the
outcome of all wars, irrespective of human power.?

Still another illustration is his notion that God chooses every person
who serves in every community function, from kings to “even a

superintendent of the well is appointed in heaven.””

His claim that Midrash is true history got him into trouble

In 1263, Nachmanides was called by King James 1 of Aragon to defend
Judaism in a debate initiated by Pablo Christiani, a Jewish convert to
Christianity who was trying to make Jews convert to Christianity. He
knew that Nachmanides insisted that Midrashim contained true history.
He began to use Nachmanides’ view against him by asserting that
midrashim proved the teachings of Christianity. Realizing the trap he
was in, despite his long-held belief, Nachmanides claimed he never
believed midrashim were facts. The story is told in David Berger’s
“Barcelona and Beyond: The Disputation of 1263 and Its Aftermath,”
University of California Press, 1992.

God descending from heaven to act on earth

Genesis 18:20 and what follows contain a remarkable story that
Nachmanides interprets in an unusual way. The story raises
fundamental and disturbing questions about how to interpret the Bible.

“God said, ‘The cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is great, and their

Commentary to Deuteronomy 8:18.

Commentary to Deuteronomy 17:15. Nachmanides seems to recognize that people can
sometimes choose a community official whom God does not want, but he is unclear as to
when and how this occurs. The issue is discussed in the Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot
58a.
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misdeeds are very grievous. “I will go down now and see whether they
acted as (indicated in) the cry that has come up to Me, then I will
destroy them, if not, I will know.””10

Leaving aside the many difficulties that the original Hebrew
presents to the translator (such as the one previously footnoted), the
story of Abraham’s attempt to change God’s mind' raises several
theological and philosophical questions. One of the questions is
whether the episode narrated in Genesis 18 actually occurred, or
whether it was Abraham’s dream or a parable.

Nachmanides insists that the Bible is stating what happened. God
needed to descend from heaven to discover the truth about the people’s
behavior.”

Maimonides disagreed. In his Guide of the Perplexed 2:45, he states
that all biblical prophecies, except Moses’s prophecy, were dreams. He
states in 1:10 that scripture’s divine descent is only a figure of speech,
indicating a divine decision to render punishment. Thus, according to
Maimonides, the story in chapter 18 never took place. It was a dream

or a parable that Abraham experienced. Abraham dreamed of a

This last phrase is obscure in both Hebrew and English and has been the subject of various
attempts at clarification. The simple meaning is that God does not know if what He is
hearing is correct, and He needs to descend to the earth to investigate what is really
happening. In the prior phrase, He states that if He discovers that people have been acting
improperly, He will “destroy them.” He then concludes “if not,” meaning that if they are
not doing wrong, “I will know” this and not harm them.

The idea that humans can change God’s mind is problematic because it assumes that God
is not altogether wise and that humans have, at least sometimes, a better understanding of
a situation than does God.

Nachmanides’ commentary to Genesis 18:1 and 32:33, where the question of dreams
reappears.
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conversation with God and, in the dream, thought of God in

anthropomorphic terms.

Miracles occur daily

Nachmanides writes:"* “I will declare to you now a general principle
concerning many commandments.” He identifies several groups of
individuals he considers to have the wrong ideas. The first denies the
fundamental principle that God created the world. The second refuses
to recognize that God knows what happens to humans. The third may
think that God knows about people, but denies that God pays attention
to them.

Nachmanides asserts that these people think God cares for humans
as much as humans care for a bowl of goldfish. They look, admire, and
delight in them, but do not care much about them. Just as it is ridiculous
to imagine people rewarding and punishing fish for their behavior, so,
too, these people say, God neither rewards nor punishes.

Many scholars are convinced that Maimonides denied the existence
of miracles. Virtually all agree that he at least minimizes them. But
Nachmanides was strongly and unyieldingly convinced that God is
constantly involved in the world, as when he says that no leaf falls from
a tree unless God wills it.

Nachmanides was persuaded that there are two kinds of miracles.
The first, like the exodus from Egypt and the plagues that preceded it,

is open and evident to all. Others, like the falling leaf, winter snow,

13 Commentary to Exodus 13:16.
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summer rain, and even the shining sun, are hidden and do not show
God’s involvement.

Nachmanides wrote, “From (belief in) large perceptible miracles
one (comes to believe) in hidden miracles, which are the very
foundation of the entire Torah. A person has no share in the Torah of
Moses our teacher until he believes that all that occurs is the result of
miracles, not the laws of nature ... Everything happens by divine
decree.”

He states that many Jewish practices were instituted solely to teach
or remind Jews that miracles occur daily. This is, for example, why the

Passover Seder is celebrated.

Doctors are unnecessary

Nachmanides’ conviction of God’s involvement in human affairs
impacted his view of medicine. Although some scholars believe he was
a physician, he felt that the physician’s role in medicine was
misunderstood. Only God can heal people.

He insisted that religious people do not need medical treatment
because God will care for them. He interpreted Exodus 21:19, “He will
surely heal,” as a God-given dispensation to doctors to assist those who
are “not” righteous, as long as “the physician is aware of the source and
limit of his healing power and sees them as a participation in God’s
work.”* He emphasized that Rachel’s conception following years of

barrenness was “through prayer and not by way of human cures.”s

14 David Novak, The Theology of Nahmanides Systematically Presented. page 84. See also

Nachmanides’ Commentary to Exodus 15-26.

15 Commentary, Genesis 30:14.
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The human duty to influence God

While humans are extremely limited in exercising control over
themselves and other matters of this world, Nachmanides was
convinced that people, especially Jews, can, and indeed are obligated
to participate in supernatural issues and influence God.

This is the concept of “sympathetic magic.” It is a human act
forcing a similar one from God.'¢ It was a cornerstone of his theology.
God and Israel need each other. Israel, according to Nachmanides,
“cannot be conceived without its intimate connection to God (and God)
... cannot be conceived apart from Israel.”"

Nachmanides stated that the Torah comprises God’s names. “In
other words, in the Torah, God is ultimately speaking of Himself and
his needs, needs that Jews can help God achieve.” According to
Nachmanides, the Torah is directed not merely to the human situation,

but is the Jews’ “opportunity to participate in the divine life” (emphasis

added).

God needs sacrifices

Maimonides and Nachmanides differed over whether God wanted and
needed sacrifices. Maimonides contended that God neither wanted nor
needed them. The Torah allowed sacrifices only because the Israelites,
like their contemporaries, were so accustomed to them that it would

have been psychologically impossible to wean them away from

16 An example would be: when a person pours water on the ground as part of a rain

ceremony, such as in a dance by Native Americans, the heavens must produce rain.
17" Commentary, Exodus 23:21 and Numbers 14:4. Novak, page 122, 123.
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sacrifices at that time. Maimonides cited the views of the prophets to
support his contention. s

Nachmanides, as noted above, felt that humans have a duty to help
God, who needs their help. He insisted that God wants and needs
sacrifices to bring harmony between the ten parts of God, called

Sefirot.® Maimonides did not think that God is made of divisible parts.

The duty to help God

As strange as the notion that God needs human help may seem, it is
prevalent in Nachmanides’ thoughts and mysticism. This belief
influenced Nachmanides’ understanding of the Joseph story. In his
commentary on Genesis 42:9, he asks how Joseph could disregard his
father Jacob's feelings. He put his brothers and father through a charade
by not revealing his identity to his father, who was mourning and in
great distress over his apparent death.

Although we might marvel at his idea, Nachmanides states that
Joseph felt it was more important to aid God and ensure that the divine
predictions in his two dreams. came true in every detail, rather than to

care for his father.”!

Belief in an anthropomorphic God

Like many mystics, Nachmanides thought of God in an

anthropomorphic manner. God has a body, including arms and legs,

18 Guide of the Perplexed 3:32.

19 Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed 3:32, 46; Nachmanides, Commentary to Leviticus
1:9; 1. Tishby, Mishnat Hazohar, 2 volumes, Jerusalem, 1957, pages 194-206.

20 Genesis 37.

2l “Nachmanides seems to be of the opinion that “helping Providence” is the right thing to
do, though we may doubt the theology of this.” Jacob Licht, Storytelling in the Bible,
Magnes Press, 1986, page 81, emphasis added.
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just as humans do. He went so far as to think that if a husband and wife
concentrated on God’s body during their sexual intercourse, they could
produce a son who fit the form that they pictured. As Arthur Green
wrote: 2 “Both partners are to concentrate on the divine anthropo-
morphic form during intercourse ... and the child of their union will be

that beautiful form they have gazed upon during lovemaking.?

Reasons for God’s commands

Nachmanides’ view regarding the observance of the Torah
commandments differed radically from those of Maimonides.
Maimonides describes the benefits that the commands bring to humans
and society.?

In contrast, Nachmanides wrote, “You should not serve God to
receive a reward but because of His will. (Do so because God said so.)

This is what obligates us to serve Him.”»

God does not allow an injustice to occur

Nachmanides’ opinion that God is involved daily in human affairs and
manipulates human behavior has led, as we have seen, to positions
many rationalists find hard to accept. We see it again in his
interpretation of Deuteronomy 19:19, which discusses the law of the ed
zomeim. This false witness gives testimony to harm the person against

whom he is testifying. The verse states that the plotting witness is

22 Green, A. “Shekhinah, the Virgin Mary, and the Song of Songs: Reflections on a

Kabbalistic Symbol in Its Christian Context,” AJS Review, vol. 26, no. 1, page 35, note
141.

23 Kitvei Ramban, Chavel, volume 2, page 331 (Jerusalem: Mossad Ha-Rav Kook) 1964.

24 Guide of the Perplexed 3:25-49. Y. Leibowitz, Conversations with Yeshayahu Leibowitz
on the “Moreh Nevukhim” of Maimonides (Hebrew), Jerusalem, 2003.

25 Commentary, Leviticus 19:2.
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punished with the same punishment he attempted to inflict upon the
person he is testifying against.

There is an exception in a murder case where the plotting witness
is discovered to have lied only after the person he was testifying against
has been executed. The law is that the false witness is not executed.?

Nachmanides explains the exception by stating that the witness is
not killed because it is evident that, despite all evidence proving that
the witness lied, he must have been telling the truth. God, Nachmanides

insists, would never allow an innocent person to be killed.

Faith and reliance on God’s help

Nachmanides, as we saw, felt strongly that people must rely on God
and act knowing that when they encounter trouble, God will assist
them. Thus, in his commentary on Genesis 12:11, he does not hesitate
to criticize the patriarch Abraham for what he considers his great sin of
faithlessness: lying and claiming that Sarah was his sister. Abraham
should not have resorted to a stratagem; he should have understood that

God would protect him.

More Nachmanidean opinions

In my 2018 book, Nachmanides, An Unusual Thinker, 1 presented
evidence that Nachmanides was the first person to introduce the idea
that the Torah contains mystical notions. He was also the first to state
that the Aramaic translation of the Pentateuch, Targum Onkelos,

contains derash and mystical concepts. I analyzed his over 200

26 Sifre; Babylonian Talmud, Makkot 5a; Rashi; Malbim; and others.
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comments on Onkelos and showed that he was mistaken regarding
most of them.

Summary

Nachmanides’ mystical views of God, the Torah, the universe, and
natural law were very different from those of the rational Maimonides.

Nachmanides based his conclusions on his mystical preconceptions of

biblical writings, even if they were alien to the Bible itself.
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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 in Louisiana and Germany from 1957 to 1960. He then joined the active
reserves and soldiered, in increasing grades, with half a dozen units. From
1978 until 1981, he lectured on legal subjects at the US Army Chaplains
School. In March 1981, the Army requested that he take leave from civil
service and return to active duty to handle special constitutional issues. He
was responsible for preparing the defense in the trial challenging the
constitutionality of the Army Chaplaincy; the military chaplaincies of all the
uniformed services, active and reserve, and the Veterans Administration were
attacked on constitutional grounds and could have been disbanded. The
Government won the action in 1984, and Drazin was awarded the prestigious
Legion of Merit. Drazin returned to civilian life and the active reserves in 1984
as Assistant Chief of Chaplains, the highest reserve officer position available
in the Army Chaplaincy, with the rank of Brigadier General. He was the first
Jewish person to serve in this capacity in the U.S. Army. During his military
career, he revolutionized the role of military chaplains, making them officers
responsible for the free exercise rights of all military personnel, requiring
them to provide for the needs of people of all faiths and atheists. General
Drazin completed this four-year tour of duty with honors in March 1988,
culminating in 31 years of military duty.

Attorney: Israel Drazin graduated from law school in 1974 and immediately
began a private practice. He handled virtually all suits, including domestic,
criminal, bankruptcy, accident, and contract cases. He joined his son in 1993
and formed offices in Columbia and Dundalk, Maryland. After 23 years, Dr.
Drazin stopped actively practicing law in 1997.

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

Rabbi: Dr. Drazin was ordained as a rabbi in 1957 at Ner Israel Rabbinical
College in Baltimore, Maryland, and subsequently received semichot from
two other rabbis. He entered active duty in the Army in 1957. He left active
duty in 1960 and officiated as a weekend rabbi at several synagogues,
including the first rabbi in Columbia, Maryland. He continued the
uninterrupted weekend rabbinical practice until 1974 and then officiated as a
rabbi intermittently until 1987. His rabbinical career totaled 30 years.

Philanthropy: Dr. Drazin served as the Executive Director of the Jim Joseph
Foundation, a charitable foundation that provides funding for 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 and before the Federal Courts and the U.S. Supreme Court.
He is a member of several bar associations for attorneys and the Rabbinical
Council of America. He was honored with military awards, the RCA 1985
Joseph Hoenig Memorial Award, and the JWB 1986 Distinguished Service
Award. Mayor Kurt Schmoke of Baltimore, Maryland, named February 8,
1988, “Israel Drazin Day.” A leading Baltimore Synagogue named him “Man
of the Year” in 1990. He is included in the recent editions of Who’s Who in
World Jewry, Who’s Who in American Law, Who’s Who in Biblical Studies
and Archaeology, and other Who’s Who volumes.

80



81



