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Judaism stresses action f.
. ar more than faj
attributes. to God a declar. faith. The Talmud

L 2 ation which jg probably unique

gmon\’g religious writings: “Better that they [the Ie&iS? aban-
on fI.e, but f.oHo,w My laws” (for, the Talmud adds, by
practicing Judaism’s laws, the Jews will return to God ]er:
salem Talmud Haggigah 1 :7). ’
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MISHNAH. Ir one [15 PRAYING] SAYS "MAY THY MERCIES
EXTEND TO A BIRD'S NEST',? 'BE THY NAME MENTIONED FOR

WELL'DOING, OR 'WE GIVE THANKS, WE GIVE THANKS', _I_-I_g
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) But what is the reason T ROR 1R

for silencing him if he says "THY MERCIES EXTEND TO THE b
BIRD'S NEST ?—Two Amoraim in the West, R. Jose b. Abin and
R. Jose b. Zebida, give different answers; one says it is because he
creates jealousy among God's creatures,b the other, because he
presents the measures taken by the Holy One, blessed be He, as
springing from compassion, whereas they are but decrees.?
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“We have 613 mitzvot (commandments), 613 laws. I don’t like the
word ‘laws’ because they are not laws. The word law reminds you of
police, some straight character sitiing there felling you what to do.
Very bad translation. ‘Mitzvah’ means that God gave us 613 ways to
come close to Him. The ways are divided into two parts, 248 ways of
reaching God by doing certain things, and 365 ways of reaching Him
by not doing certain things. If there is a red light and I don't go,
nothing happens, right? I just don't cross the street. However, if
God's red light flashed and I stop when I have a chance to do wrong,
then something happens inside me. Something happened o me; I
walked a few steps higher.”

(%) Exotvs (10:3-10) o
8 Remember the Sabbath day ® to sanctify it. ® Six days shall you work *
and accomplish all your work; " but the seventh day is Sabbath to

————
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HasHeM, your God; you shall not do any work — you, yow  son, your
daughter, your slave, your maidservant, your animal, and your convert
within your gates — ! for in six days HASHEM made the heavens and the
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earth, the sea and all that is in them, and He rested on the seventh day.
Therefore, HASHEM blessed the Sabbath day and sanctified it.
2 Honor your father and your mother, * so that your days will be

lengthened upon the land that HASHEM, your God, gives you. XY 2 _
13 You shall not kill; * you shall not commit adultery; ® you shall not ) 2N x‘? XN K'? myn X5 _]‘7 :

steal; * you shall not bear false witness against your fellow. * mnn- x5 7 A7 MmN xS WPW - ] v "uy};
H ! AT - Fad T g M L 44 ""tr‘:]:.-—:.—.

14 You shall not covet*® your fellow’s house. You shall not covet your
fellow’s wife, his manservant, his maidservant, his ox, his donkey, nor
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anything that belongs to your fellow. toem e . - i oa .
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15 f‘IOnor your father and yoitr mother, as H;SHEM, your God, cornmanded

!, so that your days will be lengthened and so that &t will be good for you,
‘on the land that HasrEM, yowr God, gives you.
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"7 You shall not kill: and you shall not commit aduit
; ery; and you shall not  _ ¥ s 4 ' e
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@ RAMBAM - MeRed Neyucdin (3:31)
There is a group of human beings who consider it a grievous thing that
causes should be given for any law; what would please them most is
that the intellect would not find a meaning for the commandments and
prohibitions. What compels them to feel thus is a sickness that they find in
their souls, a sickness to which they are unable to give utterance and of

which they cannot furnish a satisfactory account. For they think that if those
laws were useful in this existence and had been given to us for this or
that reason, it would be as if they derived from the reflection and the
understanding of some intelligent being. If, however, there is a thing for
which the intellect could not find any meaning at all and that does not lead
to something useful, it indubitably derives from God; for the reflection of
man would not lead to such a thing. It is as if, | according to these people of
weak intellects, man were more perfect than his Maker; for man speaks and
acts in a manner that leads to some intended end, whereas the deity does not
act thus, but commands us to do things that are not useful to us and forbids
us to do things that are not harmful to us. But He is far exalted above this;
the contrary is the case —the whole purpose consisting in what is useful for
us, as we have explained! on the basis of its dictum: For our good always,
that He might preserve us alive, as it is at this day.® And it says: WWhich shall
hear all these statutes [huggim)] and say: Surely this great community is a
wise and understanding people.® Thus it states explicitly that even all the
statutes [huggim]* will show to all the nations that they have been given
with wisdom and understanding. Now if there is a thing for which no reason
is known and that does not either procure something useful or ward off
something harmful, why should one say of one who believes in it or prac-
tices it that he is wise and understanding and of great worth? And why
should the religious communities think it a wonder? Rather things are
indubitably as we have mentioned: every commandment from among these
siz hundred and thirteen commandments exists either with a view to com-
municating a correct opinion, or to putting an end to an unhealthy opinion,
or to communicating a rule of justice, or to warding off an injustice, or to
endowing men with a noble moral quality, or to warning them against an
evil moral quality, Thus all [the commandments] are bound up with three
things: opinions, moral qualities, and political civic actions. We do not count
speeches as one of these things since the speeches that the Law enjoins or
forbids belong in part to the class of civic actions, and in part are meant to
cause opinions, and in part are meant to cause moral qualities. Therefore we
have limited ourselves here, in giving reasons for every law, to these three

classes. |

RAMEAM - JIsHNC  TorAH (LA»Jg of SeAgets 'L'.s)

It'is forbidden to hesitate before transgressing the Sabbath [laws]
on behalf of a person who is dangerously ill,!* as [reflected in the
interpretation in the phrase of Leviticus 18:5,] “which a person shall

- perform to live through them,” as “[‘to live through them’] and not to
die through them.”

This teaches that the judgments of the Torah do not [bring] vengeance
to the world, but rather bring mercy, kindness, and peace to the
world. Concerning those non-believers who say that [administering such
treatment] constitutes a violation of the Sabbath and is forbidden,!s one
may apply the verse [Ezekiel 20:25]: “[As punishment,] I gave them
harmful laws and judgments through which they cannot live.” 16
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R. Isaac also said: Why were the reasons of [some| Biblical laws
not revealed? —Because In two verses reasons were revealed, and
they caused the greatest in the world [Solomon] to stumble.
Thus it is written: He shall not multiply wives to himself.* whereon
Solomon said. 'I will multiply wives yet not let my heart be per-
verted.” Yet we read. When Solomon was old, his wives turned away
his heart.* Again it is written: e shall not multiply to himself horses;)
concerning which Solomon said. ‘I will multiply them, but will
not cause [Israel] to return {to Egypt].” Yet we read: And a chariot
came up and went out of Egypt for six [hundred shekels of silver].s
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6. Al Khazari: Dost thou refer to deeds generally
known ?

7. The Rabbi: The social and rational laws are those
generally known. The divine ones, however, which
were added in order that they should exist in the people
of the ‘ Living God ’> who guides them, were not known
until they were explained in detail by Him. Even those
social and rational laws are not quite known, and though
one might know the gist of them, their scope remains
unknown. We know that the giving of comfort and the
feeling of gratitude are as incumbent on us as is chasten-
ing of the soul by means of fasting and meekness; we
also know that deceit, immoderate intercourse with
women, and cohabitation with relatives are abominable ;
that honouring parents is a duty, etc. The limitation
of all these things to the amount of general usefulness
is God’s. Human reason is out of place in matters of

divine action, on account of its incapacity to grasp
them. Reason must rather obey, just as a sick person
must obey the physician in applying his medicines and
advice. Consider how little circumcision has to do with
philosophy, and how small is its social influence. Yet
Abraham, in spite of the hardship the very nature of
this command must have seemed at his age, subjected
his person and children to it, and it became the sign of
the covenant, of the attachment of the Divine Influence
to him, as it is written : ¢ And I will establish My cove-
nant between me and thee and thy sced after them in
their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be a
God unto thee . . .’ (Gen. xvil. 7).
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CATEGORY PURPOSE
Reflexive Laws  To elevate the performer of the law
Laws of Ethics To ensure moral treatment of others
Laws of Holiness To elevate human actions from animal-like
to God-like
National Laws To identify with the Jewish nation and
with its past

@ RY Hhesed - {9 [eTTERS

As for the Law, is it really a brake on all the joys of
life, a hindrance denying the gratification of the natural
human craving for pleasure? Do examine the precepts and
ordinances of the Law from beginning to end and tell me
what legitimate desire it forbids to gratify, what natural
impulse it would destroy or extirpate.

Quite the contrary, it ennobles and sanctifies even our
animal impulses and desires by applying them with pru-
dence to the purposes designated by-the—Creator. Kighteous-

ness is the Law's basic character. lhe gratification of

physical lust and passion is not, and has never been, its goal.

Therefore man’s lower cravings are subordinated to a
higher law and limited by the Creator’s wisdom for His
own infinitely wise purposes. Yet, as means for attaining
ends that are proper and necessary, the Law recognizes
these desires as perfectly moral, pure and human, and
their gratification as just and as legitimate as the fulfill-
ment of any other human task or mission.
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YE SHALL BE HOLY. “Abstain from the forbidden sexual
relationships [mentioned in the preceding section] and from [other]
sin, 7 because wherever you find [in the Torah] a warning to guard
against immorality, you find the mention of *holiness.”” This is Rashi's
language. But in the Torath Kohanim I have seen it mentioned
without any qualification [i.e., without any particular reference to
immorality, as Rashi expressed it], saying: ® “Be self-restraining.”
Similarly, the Rabbis taught there: °“And ye shall sanctify yourselves,
and be ye holy, for  am Holy. '°Just as I am Holy, so be you holy. Just
as I am Pure, so be you pure.” And in my opinion, this abstinence does
not refer only to restraint from acts of immorality, as the Rabbi
[Rashi] wrote, but it is rather the self-control mentioned throughout
the Talmud, which confers upon those who practice it the name of
P’rushim (Pharisees), [literally: “those who are separated” from self-
indulgence, as will be explained, or those who practice self-restraint].

The meaning thereof is as follows: The Torah has admonished us
against immorality and forbidden foods, but permitted sexual
intercourse between man and his wife, and the eating of [certain] meat
and wine. If so, a man of desire could consider this to be a permission
to be passionately addicted to sexual intercourse with his wife or many
wives, and be among winebibbers, among gluttonous eaters of flesh, '
a'ncvi_‘speak freely all profanities, since this prohibition has not been
[expressly] mentioned in the Torah, and thus he will become a sordid
person within the permissible realm of the Torah! Therefore, after
having listed the matters which He prohibited altogether, Scripture
followed them up by a general command that we practice moderation
even in matters which are permitted, [such as in the following]: One
should minimize sexual intercourse, similar to that which the Rabbis
have said, '* “So that the disciples of the Sages should not be found

together with their wives as often as the hens,” and he should not
engage in it except as required in fulfillment of the commandment
thereof. He should also sanctify himself [to self-restraint] by using wine
in small amounts, just as Scripture calls a Nazirite “holy” [for
abstaining from wine and strong drink], '* and he should remember
the evils which the Torah mentioned as following from [drinking wine]
in the cases of Noah '* and Lot. '* Similarly, he should keep himself
away from impurity [in his ordinary daily activity], even though we
have not been admonished against it in the Torah,




