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Rabbi Eric L. Abbott 

 

 

 

SOURCE 1) Rabbi Rachel Timoner, "On the Jewish People" 
pp. 5-9 in Honoring Tradition, Embracing Modernity (New York: CCAR, 2017), 7-8 

Rabbi Rachel Timoner is a Reform rabbi and the Senior Rabbi at Congregation Beth Elohim in Brooklyn. 
She cites Tal Becker, a Vice President of the Shalom Hartman Institute, lawyer, and educator. 

 

Any way you look at it, the Jewish people has a unique vocation among all nations. This 

does not make us superior. It only makes us singular. (The same can be said of every other 

tribe and nation on earth.) No other people shares our ancestry, our history, our Torah, our 

culture, our traditions, or our obligation. 

You do not have to believe in God or Torah to believe in the unique vocation of the 

Jews. You only have to believe in history. Whether because, as the Torah teaches, God 

lifted us out of slavery in order to form an eternal covenant with our people; or because we 

witnessed, perished in, and survived the Holocaust; or because of a myriad of other 

defining moments in our story, the Jewish people is unlike any other. And we have a 

specific job to do.  

We are here to remind the human race that the world we live in is not good enough, 

that human dignity, justice, and peace are possible on earth, and that we are needed to 

transform the world that is into the world that should be. As Tal Becker of the Shalom 

Institute wrote, "The Biblical imperative of being 'a kingdom of priests and a holy people' 

(Exodus 19:6) compels you not only to ask how can I be better tomorrow than I was today, 

but also to believe that constant improvement is possible" (Becker, "iEngage: How to Be an 

Optimist in the Middle East").  

The prophets describe a messianic age when there will be dignity for the poor and 

justice for the oppressed (Isaiah 11:4), an end to all war among nations (Isaih 2:4), harmony 

with nature (Isaiah 4:2), and an utter lack of fear (Micah 4:4).  

I believe that human beings are capable of continual improvement and that the 

messianic age will be its result. If that day is guaranteed through God's will, we are needed 

as God's partners to make it real. If that is not guaranteed by God, well then, it depends on 

us. Either way, I agree with Franz Kafka, who wrote: "The Messiah will come only when he 

is no longer necessary" (Parables and Paradoxes, 81). 

 

SOURCE 2) Rabbi Harold S. Kushner, excerpt from To Life! 
Rabbi Harold S. Kushner, To Life! (New York: Grand Central, 1993), 10-11 

Rabbi Harold S. Kushner (1935-2023) was an American rabbi, author, and lecturer. He wrote the 
famous book, When Bad Things Happen to Good People, as well as this book, To Life! A Celebration of 
Jewish Being and Thinking. 
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 …Judaism begins not with an idea but with a community, the great-great-

grandchildren of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, going through the experience of Egyptian 

slavery and miraculous liberation from slavery. Out of that shared experience and the 

subsequent encounter with God and Mount Sinai, we shaped a religion--holy days and 

rituals to celebrate the formative events of our history, prayers and Scriptures to spell out 

how we understand our relationship to God. But through it all, it is the participation in the 

community that defines us as Jews; the creeds and rituals are secondary. … 

 

SOURCE 3) Exodus 14:21-23, 26-31 
 

From the second book of the Torah, Exodus recounts the start of the Israelites as a people: slavery in 
and redemption from Egypt, revelation at Sinai, and the building of the wilderness Tabernacle. 

 

 (21) Then Moses held out his arm over the sea and the 

Eternal drove back the sea with a strong east wind all that 

night, and turned the sea into dry ground. The waters 

were split, (22) and the Israelites went into the sea on dry 

ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right 

and on their left. (23) The Egyptians came in pursuit after 

them into the sea, all of Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and 

riders.  … 

  

(26) Then the Eternal said to Moses, “Hold out your arm 

over the sea, that the waters may come back upon the 

Egyptians and upon their chariots and upon their riders.” 

(27) Moses held out his arm over the sea, and at daybreak 

the sea returned to its normal state, and the Egyptians fled 

at its approach. But the Eternal hurled the Egyptians into 

the sea. (28) The waters turned back and covered the 

chariots and the riders—Pharaoh’s entire army that 

followed them into the sea; not one of them remained. 

(29) But the Israelites had marched through the sea on 

dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their 

right and on their left. (30) Thus the Eternal delivered 

Israel that day from the Egyptians. Israel saw the 

Egyptians dead on the shore of the sea. (31) And when 

Israel saw the wondrous power which the Eternal had 

wielded against the Egyptians, the people feared the 

Eternal; they had faith in the Eternal and in God’s servant 

Moses. 
 

ולֶךְ ה אֶת־יָדוֹ֮ עַל־הַיָם֒ וַיֶׁ֣ ט מֹשֶֶׁ֣  )כא( וַי ֵּ֨

ל־ ים עַזָה֙ כׇּ ִ֤ וּחַ קָד  רֵּ֨ יַָ֠ם בְּ יהוה ׀ אֶת־הַַ֠

לָה וַיָָּ֥שֶם יְּ ה   הַלַַּ֔ אֶת־הַיָָּ֖ם לֶחָרָבָָ֑

אוּ ם׃ )כב( וַיָבֹֹ֧ י  וּ הַמָָּֽ עָּ֖ בָקְּ י־  וַי  ָּֽ נ  בְּ

ם  י  הַמִַ֤ ה וְּ וךְ הַיָָּ֖ם בַיַבָשָָ֑ תָּ֥ ל בְּ ֵ֛ רָא  שְּ י 

ם׃ )כג(  לָהֶם֙  מאֹלָָּֽ שְּ ינָָּ֖ם וּמ  ימ  ָּֽ ה מ  חומַָּ֔

ם֙  י  רַ֙ צְּ וּ מ  פִ֤ דְּ רְּ ל  וַי  ם כֹֹּ֚ יהֶַּ֔ אוּ אַחֲר  וַיָבֶֹׁ֣

יו ו וּפָרָשָָ֑ בָּ֖ כְּ ה ר  עַֹּ֔ וּס פַרְּ וךְ  סֶׁ֣ אֶל־תָּ֖

…   הַיָָּֽם׃  

  

ה אֶת־ ָּ֥ ט  ה נְּ אמֶר יהוה אֶל־מֹשֶַּ֔ ִֹ֤ )כו( וַי

ךָּ֖  ם   יָדְּ י  רַַּ֔ צְּ ם֙ עַל־מ  י  בוּ הַמַ֙ ִ֤ יָש  עַל־הַיָָ֑ם וְּ

ו בָּ֖ כְּ ה  עַל־ר  יו׃ )כז( וַי ט֩ מֹשֵֶּ֨ עַל־פָרָשָָּֽ וְּ

ב שׇּ ם וַיֵָּ֨ ות  אֶת־יָד֜ו עַל־הַיָָּ֗ נָּ֥ פְּ ם ל  הַיָ֜

ו רָאתָ֑ קְּ ים ל  ֶׁ֣ ם נָס  י  רַָּ֖ צְּ ו וּמ  יתָנַּ֔ ֶׁ֣ א  קֶר֙ לְּ  בֵֹּ֨

וךְ הַיָָּֽם׃  תָּ֥ ם בְּ י  רַָּ֖ צְּ ר יהוה אֶת־מ  ֹ֧ נַע  וַיְּ

ם י  בוּ הַמַָּ֗ ֶׁ֣ כֶב֙  )כח( וַיָש  וּ אֶת־הָרֶ֙ כַסִ֤ וַיְּ

ה עַֹּ֔ יל פַרְּ ֶׁ֣ כֹל֙ ח  ים לְּ רָש ַּ֔ אֶת־הַפֶָׁ֣  וְּ

ם   ר בָהֶָּ֖ אַָּ֥ שְּ א־נ  ָֹּֽ ם בַיָָ֑ם ל יהֶָּ֖ ים אַחֲר  ָּ֥ הַבָא 

ד׃ )כט( וּ עַד־אֶחָָּֽ כָּ֥ ל הָלְּ ֵ֛ רָא  שְּ ֹ֧י י  נ   וּבְּ

ם י  הַמִַ֤ וךְ הַיָָ֑ם וְּ תֶׁ֣ ה בְּ ה   בַיַבָשָָּ֖ לָהֶם֙ חֹמַָּ֔

ושַע יהוה  ם׃ )ל( וַיֵּ֨ מאֹלָָּֽ שְּ ינָָּ֖ם וּמ  ימ  ָּֽ מ 

ום ם   בַיָּ֥ י  רָָ֑ צְּ יֶַׁ֣ד מ  ל מ  ָּ֖ רָא  שְּ וּא אֶת־י  הַהֵ֛

ל֙  רָא  שְּ א י  ת עַל־ וַיִַַּ֤֤רְּ ָּ֖ ם מ  י  רַַּ֔ צְּ אֶת־מ 

ל רָא ֜ שְּ א י  רְּ ת הַיָָּֽם׃ )לא( וַיֵַּ֨ פַָּ֥ אֶת־ שְּ

ם   י  רַַּ֔ צְּ מ  ה יהוה בְּ ר עָשִָ֤ ה אֲשֵֶּ֨ דֹלָָּ֗ הַיֶָׁ֣ד הַגְּ

וּ אָּ֥ ירְּ ָּֽ יהוה  וַי  ינוּ֙ בַָּֽ ֙ ַּ֤יַאֲמ  ם אֶת־יהוה וַָּֽ הָעָָּ֖

ו׃  דָּֽ ה עַבְּ מֹשֶָּ֖  וּבְּ
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SOURCE 4) Exodus 19:1-6, 16-17; 20:1-14 
 

From the second book of the Torah, Exodus recounts the start of the Israelites as a people: slavery in 
and redemption from Egypt, revelation at Sinai, and the building of the wilderness Tabernacle. 
  

(1) On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone 

forth from the land of Egypt, on that very day, they 

entered the wilderness of Sinai. (2) Having journeyed 

from Rephidim, they entered the wilderness of Sinai and 

encamped in the wilderness. Israel encamped there in 

front of the mountain, (3) and Moses went up to God. 

The Eternal called to him from the mountain, saying, 

“Thus shall you say to the house of Jacob and declare to 

the children of Israel: (4) ‘You have seen what I did to the 

Egyptians, how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought 

you to Me. (5) Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully 

and keep My covenant, you shall be My treasured 

possession among all the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is 

Mine, (6) but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and 

a holy nation.’ These are the words that you shall speak 

to the children of Israel.” … 

  

(16) On the third day, as morning dawned, there was 

thunder, and lightning, and a dense cloud upon the 

mountain, and a very loud blast of the horn; and all the 

people who were in the camp trembled. (17) Moses led 

the people out of the camp toward God, and they took 

their places at the foot of the mountain. … 

  

(1) God spoke all these words, saying: (2) I am the Eternal 

your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the 

house of bondage: (3) You shall have no other gods 

besides Me. (4) You shall not make for yourself a 

sculptured image, or any likeness of what is in the 

heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the waters 

under the earth. (5) You shall not bow down to them or 

serve them. For I the Eternal your God am an impassioned 

God, visiting the guilt of the parents upon the children, 

upon the third and upon the fourth generations of those 

who reject Me. (6) but showing kindness to the 

thousandth generation of those who love Me and keep 

נ י־  את בְּ ָּ֥ צ  י לְּ יש ַּ֔ ל  דֶש֙ הַשְּ )א( בַחֵֹּ֨

ל ָּ֖ רָא  שְּ אוּ  י  ה בָָּ֖ ום הַזֶַּ֔ ם בַיֶׁ֣ י  רָָ֑ צְּ רֶץ מ  אֶֶׁ֣ מ 

י׃ )ב( ינָָּֽ ר ס  בַָּ֥ דְּ אוּ֙   מ  ים וַיָבֵֹּ֨ יד ָּ֗ פ  רְּ וּ מ  עֶׁ֣ סְּ וַי 

וּ ַּ֤יַחֲנָּ֖ י וַָּֽ ינַַּ֔ ר ס  בֶַׁ֣ דְּ ם  מ  חַן־שָָּ֥ ָּֽ ר וַי  בָָ֑ דְּ בַמ 

ה ה עָלָָּ֖ ר׃ )ג( וּמֹשֶָּ֥ ל נֶַָּּ֥֤גֶד הָהָָּֽ ָּ֖ רָא  שְּ אֶל־ י 

ר  ן־הָהֶָׁ֣ יו יהוה מ  לִָ֤ א א  רֵָּ֨ קְּ ים וַי  ָ֑ הָאֱלֹה 

ה תאֹמַר֙  ר כִֹ֤ אמַֹּ֔ ָּ֖יד   ל  תַג  ב וְּ ית יַעֲקַֹּ֔ ֶׁ֣ ב  לְּ

ם יתֶַּ֔ א  ם רְּ ל׃ )ד( אַתֶֶׁ֣ ָּֽ רָא  שְּ ָּ֥י י  נ  בְּ ר  ל  אֲשֶָּ֥

י  ֶׁ֣ פ  כֶם֙ עַל־כַנְּ א אֶתְּ ם וָאֶשִָ֤ י  רָָ֑ צְּ מ  י לְּ ית  ָּ֖ עָש 

ים ַּ֔ שָר  כֶָּ֖  נְּ א אֶתְּ ָּ֥ ה  וָאָב  עַתָָּ֗ י׃ )ה( וְּ לָָּֽ ם א 

י קֹל ַּ֔ עוּ֙ בְּ מְּ שְּ ועַ ת  ם־שָמִ֤ ם אֶת־  א  תֶָּ֖ מַרְּ וּשְּ

ים עַמ ַּ֔ ל־הֶָׁ֣ כׇּ ג לָה֙ מ  י סְּ ִ֤ יתֶם ל  י ֵּ֨ הְּ י ו  ָ֑ ית  ר   בְּ

י   ֵ֛ יוּ־ל  הְּ ם ת  אַתֶֹ֧ רֶץ׃ )ו( וְּ ל־הָאָָּֽ י כׇּ ָּ֖ י־ל  כ 

ים ָּ֖ כֶת כֹהֲנ  לֶָּ֥ לֶה   מַמְּ וש א ֹּ֚ וי קָדָ֑ גֶׁ֣ וְּ

ָּ֥י נ  ר אֶל־בְּ ָּ֖ דַב  ר תְּ ים אֲשֶָּ֥ ַּ֔ בָר  ל׃ הַדְּ ָּֽ רָא  שְּ   י 

… 

  

קֶר ת הַבָֹּ֗ יֶֹׁ֣ הְּ ָּֽ י ב  יש ֜ ל  ום הַשְּ י֩ בַיֵּ֨ ה   )טז( וַיְּ

ר  ד֙ עַל־הָהַָּ֔ עָנִַָּ֤֤ן כָב  ים וְּ רָק ֜ ת וּבְּ י֩ קֹלֵֹּ֨ ה  וַיְּ

ר חָזֶָׁ֣ק ל שֹפָָּ֖ קָֹּ֥ ם  וְּ ל־הָעָָּ֖ ד כׇּ ד וַיֶחֱרַָּ֥ אָֹ֑ מְּ

ה א מֹשֶֹ֧ ה׃ )יז( וַיוצ ֵּ֨ מַחֲנֶָּֽ ר בַָּֽ אֶת־ אֲשֶָּ֥

מַחֲנֶָ֑ה  ן־הַָּֽ ים מ  ָּ֖ אֱלֹה  את הָָּֽ רַָּ֥ קְּ ם ל  הָעֵָ֛

וּ בָּ֖ יַצְּ תְּ ָּֽ ר׃ וַי  ית הָהָָּֽ ָּ֥ ת  תַחְּ  …  בְּ

  

ים   ָּ֥ בָר  ל־הַדְּ ת כׇּ ֵ֛ ים א  ר אֱלֹה ַּ֔ ֶׁ֣ דַב  )א( וַיְּ

לֶה ָּ֖ י֙ יהוה  הָא  ָּ֖ נֹכ  ר׃ }ס{)ב( אָָּֽ אמָֹּֽ ל 

רֶץ אֶָּ֥ יך מ  ֵ֛ את  ר הוצ  יך אֲשֶֹ֧ ם   אֱלֹהֶַָּ֑֔ י  רַָּ֖ צְּ מ 

 ֩ ךֵ֛ ֵָּּֽ֥֣ה־לְּ יֶָּ֥ הְּ א־י  ֶׁ֣ ָֹּֽ ֵּ֥֣ים׃ )ג( ל ָּֽ ָ֑ ֵָּּ֥֥֣ית עֲבָד  ֶׁ֣ ב  מ 

ים ֵָּּ֥֨ א־ אֱלֹה  ֶׁ֣ ָֹּֽ י׃ )ד( ל ֵַָּּ֣֥֗ ים עַל־פָנָָּֽ ֜ ָּ֖ ר  אֲח 

סֶל֙ ׀ ֶׁ֣ פֶֶׁ֣֙ ךָּ֥ ה־לְּ ֵֶּׁ֣֥֣ר  תַעֲשֵֶָּּֽ֨ ה אֲשִֶ֤ ָ֔֡ מוּנַָּ֔ ל־תְּ כׇּ וְּ

ר֩  אֲשֶָּ֥ עַל וַָּֽ ָ֔֡ מַַּ֔ ם֙ ׀ מ  י  חַת  בַשָמֶַׁ֣֙ ֵַּ֣֥֜ תָָ֑ רֶץ מ  בָאֵָָּּ֖֨

ם ֵֶּׁ֣֥֣י  ר בַמַָּ֖ רֶץ׃ ׀ וַאֲשֶָּ֥ ֵֶּׁ֣֥֣חַת לָאָָָּּֽ֗ תַָּ֥ א־ מ  ָֹּֽ )ה( ל

י   נֹכ ִ֞ י אָָּֽ ֶׁ֣ ם֒ כ  ָ֑ ד  בְּ עׇּ א תׇּ ֶֹׁ֣ ל םֹ֮ וְּ ֵֶּׁ֣֥֣ה לָהֶָּ֖ תַחֲוֶָּ֥ שְּ ת 

ת  יהוה ן אָבֹֹ֧ ד עֲוֵֹּ֨ ק ַ֠ א פַֹ֠ ל קַנַָּ֔ ֶׁ֣ יך֙ א  אֱלֹהֶ֙

ים ָּ֥ ש  ל  ים עַל־ש  ֵ֛ ים  עַל־בָנ  ָּ֖ ע  ב  עַל־ר  וְּ

ים ַָּ֑֔ סֶד֙ לַאֲלָפ  שֶה חֶָּ֖֙ ִ֤ עָֹּ֥ ֵּ֥֣י׃ )ו( וְּ ָ֑ אָָּֽ שֹנְּ  לְּ

א  ָֹּ֥ י׃ }ס{)ז( ל וֹתָָּֽ צְּ י מ  ָּ֥ ר  שֹמְּ י וּלְּ אֹהֲבַָּ֖ לְּ

ם־יהוה ָּֽ א אֶת־ש  שֵָ֛ י  ת  ֶׁ֣ א כ  וְּ יך לַשָָ֑ אֱלֹהֶָּ֖
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My commandments. (7) You shall not swear falsely by the 

name of the Eternal your God; for the Eternal will not 

clear one who swears falsely by God’s name. (8) 

Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy. (9) Six days 

you shall labor and do all your work, (10) but the seventh 

day is a sabbath of the Eternal your God: you shall not do 

any work—you, your son or daughter, your male or 

female slave, or your cattle, or the stranger who is within 

your settlements. (11) For in six days the Eternal made 

heaven and earth and sea—and all that is in them—and 

then rested on the seventh day; therefore the Eternal 

blessed the sabbath day and hallowed it. (12) Honor your 

father and your mother, that you may long endure on the 

land that the Eternal your God is assigning to you. (13) 

You shall not murder. You shall not commit adultery. You 

shall not steal. You shall not bear false witness against 

your neighbor. (14) You shall not covet your neighbor’s 

house: you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male 

or female slave, or ox or ass, or anything that is your 

neighbor’s. 

א שָָּ֥ ת אֲשֶר־י  ֵ֛ נַקֶה֙ יהוה א  א יְּ ִֹ֤ ו   ל מָּ֖ אֶת־שְּ

ת ום הַשַבָָּ֖֜ ור֩ אֶת־יֵָּּ֥֨ א׃ }פ{)ח( זָכֵ֛ וְּ  לַשָָּֽ

דֹ֮   עֲבַֹּ֔ ים֙ תַָּֽ ֶׁ֣ ֵֶּׁ֣֥֣שֶת יָמ  ִ֤ ו׃ )ט( ש  שָָּּֽ֗ קַדְּ לְּ

ֵּ֥֣יתָ  ֶׁ֣ ָּ֖ עָש  י   וְּ ֜ יע ַּ֔ ב  ום֙ הַשְּ יֵּ֨ ך֒׃ )י( וְּ תֶָּֽ לַאכְּ ל־מְּ ׇּ כ 

ֵֶּׁ֣֥֣ת יך ׀ שַבָָּ֖ ל־ לַיהוה אֱלֹהֶָָּ֑֗ ה כׇּ א־תַעֲשֵֶֶּׁ֣֨ ֶׁ֣ ָֹּֽ ל

ה ה אַתֶָׁ֣ ָ֔֡ לָאכָ֜ ךִֵּ֤֨  ׀ מְּ דְּ ך עַבְּ תֶָּ֗ ב  ָּֽ־וַּ֠ ךֶׁ֣ נְּ  וּב 

יך׃  עָרֶַָּּֽ֔ שְּ ֵֶּׁ֣֥֣ר ב  ֙ אֲשֶָּ֥ ךָּ֖ רְּ ג  ך וְּ ָּ֗ תֶַּ֔ הֶמְּ ך֜֙ וּבְּ תְּ וַאֲמָָּֽ

י ֶׁ֣ ה יהוה אֶת־ )יא( כ  ים֩ עָשֵָּ֨ שֶת־יָמ  ָּֽ ש 

רֶץ אֶת־הַיָם֙  אֶת־הָאָָּ֗ ם וְּ י  ל־ הַשָמֶַׁ֣ אֶת־כׇּ וְּ

ם וַיָָּ֖נַח ן  אֲשֶר־בַָּ֔ י עַל־כ ָּ֗ ָ֑ יע  ב  ום הַשְּ בַיֶׁ֣

ךְ רַֹ֧ הוּ׃  ב  ָּֽ ש  קַדְּ ַּ֤יְּ ת וַָּֽ ום הַשַבָָּ֖ יהוה אֶת־יָּ֥

יך ָּ֖ ד אֶת־אָב  ָּ֥ ך  }ס{)יב( כַב  מֶָ֑ אֶת־א  וְּ

ה אֲשֶר־ ל הָאֲדָמַָּ֔ יך עַֹּ֚ וּן יָמֶַּ֔ כֶׁ֣ עַן֙ יַאֲר  מַ֙ לְּ

א  יהוה ָּ֖ ָֹּ֥ ךְ׃ }ס{)יג( ל ן לָָּֽ ָּ֥ יך נֹת  אֱלֹהֶָּ֖

ֵָּּֽ֥֣ף׃ אָָ֑ נְּ א ת   ָּ֖ ֶֹׁ֣ ֵָּּֽ֥֣ח׃ }ס{ ל צָָּ֖ רְּ א  ת   ָּ֖ ֶֹׁ֣ }ס{ ל

קֶר׃  ד שָָּֽ ָּ֥ עֲךָּ֖ ע  ר  א־תַעֲנֶָּ֥ה בְּ ָֹּֽ ב׃ }ס{ ל נַָֹּּֽ֔ גְּ ת  

א ָֹּ֥ א־  }ס{)יד( ל ָֹּֽ עֶָ֑ך }ס{ ל ית ר  ֶׁ֣ ד ב  מָֹּ֖ תַחְּ

ו דִ֤ עַבְּ ך וְּ עֶָּ֗ שֶת ר  ֶׁ֣ ד א  מִֹ֞ ו  תַחְּ שורֶׁ֣ וַאֲמָתו֙ וְּ

ך׃ עֶָּֽ ר  ר לְּ ל אֲשֶָּ֥ כָֹּ֖ ו וְּ   וַחֲמֹרַּ֔

 

SOURCE 5) Isaiah 58:5-6 
 

The Book of Isaiah comprises multiple prophets named Isaiah. Here, in Trito-Isaiah from after the 
return from Exile (after 530s CE), the prophet describes God’s ideal worship. 
  

(5) Is such the fast I desire, A day for people to starve their 

bodies? Is it bowing the head like a bulrush And lying in 

sackcloth and ashes? Do you call that a fast, A day when 

God is favorable? (6) No, this is the fast I desire: To unlock 

fetters of wickedness, And untie the cords of the yoke To 

let the oppressed go free; To break off every yoke. 

ום  הוּ יֵ֛ ַּ֔ חָר  ום אֶבְּ יֶה֙ צֶׁ֣ הְּ ָּֽ ה י  )ה( הֲכָזֶָּ֗

ות ו  עַנָּ֥ ן ראֹשָּ֗ מֹ֜ אַגְּ ף כְּ ו הֲלָכֵֹּ֨ שָ֑ ם נַפְּ אָדָָּ֖

יעַ  פֶר֙ יַצ ַּ֔ ק וָא ֙ שִַ֤ ום  וְּ רָא־צַּ֔ קְּ הֲלָזֶה֙ ת 

ום וא זֶהֹ֮ צֶׁ֣ ון לַיהוה׃ )ו( הֲלֶׁ֣ ום רָצָּ֖ יָּ֥  וְּ

ר  ָּ֖ שַע הַת  ות רֶַּ֔ בֶׁ֣ צ  חַ֙ חַרְּ הוּ֒ פַת ֙ ֒ חָר  אֶבְּ

ה ות מוטָָ֑ ים   אֲג דֶׁ֣ ש ַּ֔ פְּ ים֙ חׇּ צוּצ  ח רְּ שַלִַ֤ וְּ

קוּ׃ ָּֽ נַת  ה תְּ ל־מוטָָּ֖ כׇּ   וְּ

 

SOURCE 6) Pirkei Avot 1:1-2 
 

Pirkei Avot, a book of the Mishnah (compiled c. 200 CE), presents some of the earliest rabbinic 
teachings from c. 100 BCE to 100 CE. 

  

(1) Moses received the Torah at Sinai and transmitted it to 

Joshua, Joshua to the elders, and the elders to the 

prophets, and the prophets to the Men of the Great 

ל תורָה ב  סָרָהּ  )א( משֶה ק  ינַי, וּמְּ ס  מ 

ים נ  ק  ים, וּזְּ נ  ק  זְּ עַ ל  יהוש  עַ, ו  יהוש   ל 

י  ש  אַנְּ סָרוּהָ לְּ ים מְּ יא  ב  ים, וּנְּ יא  ב  נְּ ל 
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Assembly. They said three things: Be patient in [the 

administration of] justice, raise many disciples and make a 

fence round the Torah.  
  

(2) Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of the men of 

the great assembly. He used to say: the world stands upon 

three things: the Torah, the Temple service, and the 

practice of acts of piety.  

ם דולָה. ה  נֶסֶת הַגְּ לשָה  כְּ רוּ שְּ אָמְּ

ידוּ   הַעֲמ  ין, וְּ ים בַד  תוּנ  ים, הֱווּ מְּ בָר  דְּ

ים יד  מ  יָג לַתורָה: תַלְּ ה, וַעֲשוּ סְּ ב   הַרְּ

  

יק עון הַצַד  מְּ נֶסֶת  )ב( ש  י כְּ יָר  שְּ הָיָה מ 

לשָה ר, עַל שְּ דולָה. הוּא הָיָה אומ   הַגְּ

עַל  ד, עַל הַתורָה וְּ ים הָעולָם עומ  בָר  דְּ

ילוּת מ  עַל גְּ ים  הָעֲבודָה וְּ   :חֲסָד 

  

SOURCE 7) Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 13b 
 

The Talmud (compiled c. 500) incorporates the earliest rabbinic writings (c. 100 BCE-200 CE) and later 
rabbinic commentary (c. 200-500 CE). It is the backbone of rabbinic Judaism. This tractate, Eruvin, 
covers boundaries and other related topics. 

  

Rabbi Abba said that Shmuel said: For three years Beit Shammai 

and Beit Hillel disagreed. These said: The halakha [law] is in 

accordance with our opinion, and these said: The halakha is in 

accordance with our opinion. Ultimately, a Divine Voice emerged 

and proclaimed: Both these and those are the words of the living 

God. However, the halakha is in accordance with the opinion of 

Beit Hillel. 

ל:  מוּא  י אַבָא אָמַר שְּ אָמַר רַב 

ים ית שַמַאי   שָלֹש שָנ  קוּ ב  לְּ נֶחְּ

ים:  ר  ל, הַלָלוּ אומְּ ל  ית ה  וּב 

הַלָלוּ   הֲלָכָה נוּ, וְּ מות  כְּ

נוּ.   מות  ים: הֲלָכָה כְּ ר  אומְּ

אָה בַת קול לוּ   יָצְּ רָה: א  אָמְּ וְּ

ן,   ים ה  ים חַי  י אֱלֹה  ר  בְּ לוּ ד  וָא 

ית ב  ל וַהֲלָכָה כְּ ל    .ה 

The Gemara [Talmud] asks: Since both these and those are the 

words of the living God, why were Beit Hillel privileged to have 

the halakha established in accordance with their opinion? The 

reason is that they were agreeable and forbearing, showing 

restraint when affronted, and when they taught the halakha they 

would teach both their own statements and the statements of 

Beit Shammai. Moreover, when they formulated their teachings 

and cited a dispute, they prioritized the statements of Beit 

Shammai to their own statements, in deference to Beit Shammai.  

י   ר  בְּ לוּ ד  לוּ וָא  אַחַר שֶא  י מ  כ  וְּ

ים ים חַי  נ י מָה זָכוּ   ,אֱלֹה  פְּ מ 

בועַ הֲלָכָה   קְּ ל ל  ל  ית ה  ב 

נ י פְּ מותָן? מ  ין  כְּ ין וַעֲלוּב  שֶנוח 

י   ר  בְּ ד  יהֶן וְּ ר  בְּ ין ד  שונ  הָיוּ, וְּ

ית לאֹ עוד אֶלָא  ב  שַמַאי, וְּ

ית שַמַאי י ב  ר  בְּ ין ד  ימ  ד   שֶמַקְּ

יהֶן ר  בְּ ד    .לְּ

As in the mishna that we learned: In the case of one whose head 

and most of his body were in the sukkah [temporary shelter for 

the holiday of Sukkot], but his table was in the house, Beit 

Shammai deem this sukkah invalid; and Beit Hillel deem it valid.  

י שֶהָיָה  ינוּ: מ  אותָהּ שֶשָנ  כְּ

רוּבו חָנו   ראֹשו וְּ לְּ ש  בַסוּכָה וְּ

ית שַמַאי   ת, ב  תוךְ הַבַי  בְּ

ית ין וּב  ל  ין. פוסְּ יר  ש  ל מַכְּ ל   ה 

  

SOURCE 8) Shulkhan Arukh, Orach Chayim 634:4 
 

The Shulkhan Arukh, written by Rabbi Joseph Caro in 1563 (with significant commentary by Rabbi 
Moses Isserles), has become the most widely consulted law code in Judaism. 

 



BJC | ICPC Intro to Judaism, 10/22/25 | Texts  Page 6 of 8 

One whose head and most of his body is inside the sukkah, 

and his table is outside the sukkah and he eats as if it he 

cannot eat in the sukkah, even if it is a large sukkah--there is 

a prohibition against this, in case he might be pulled after his 

table. 

מי שהיה ראשו ורובו בסוכה  

חוץ לסוכה ואכל כאלו  ושולחנו

לא אכל בסוכה אפי' אם היא סוכה 

  גדולה גזירה שמא ימשך אחר

  שלחנו:

  

SOURCE 9) “Pittsburgh Platform,” CCAR, 1885 (excerpt) 
 

The “Pittsburgh Platform” was a statement of principles outlined by Reform rabbis in 1885. 
 

3. We recognize in the Mosaic legislation a system of training the Jewish people for its 

mission during its national life in Palestine, and today we accept as binding only its moral 

laws, and maintain only such ceremonies as elevate and sanctify our lives, but reject all 

such as are not adapted to the views and habits of modern civilization. 

  

4. We hold that all such Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet, priestly purity, and 

dress originated in ages and under the influence of ideas entirely foreign to our present 

mental and spiritual state. They fail to impress the modern Jew with a spirit of priestly 

holiness; their observance in our days is apt rather to obstruct than to further modern 

spiritual elevation. 
  

SOURCE 10) Salomon Jehuda Leib Rappoport, "Open Rebuke," 1845 
 

Salomon Jehuda Leib Rappoport (1790-1867), aka Shir, was the chief rabbi of Prague starting in 1840. 
While he was a pioneer of the historical study of Judaism and a frequent collaborator with early Reform 
and Conservative thinkers, he nonetheless held a firm Orthodox view. 

 

In my humble opinion, this should be our answer [to the Reformers]: Our brethren, 

children of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, you are demanding from us things that we cannot 

give you. … We teachers have been charged to instruct the people according to all that 

which has been written and transmitted to us for thousands of years. … 

 The people of Israel have always followed the Oral Law [the Talmud in addition to the 

Torah], which gave, and will [continue to] give their religion a new and increasingly life-

preserving spirit. The wearing of tzitzit [fringes] and the laying of phylacteries every day, 

[the observance of] the Sabbath and sacred festivals… [the devotion to] the Torah and 

prayer and the sanctification of the soul every day…the hope for future redemption--

these are what have renewed, and will always renew, at every time and on every 

occasion, the spirit of life within our nation. These have been the life of the people and the 

source of its long life, in former times and forever more. The small sect of reformers will 

remain with their abbreviated Sabbaths and festivals. Their labor and endeavors on the 

Sabbath and festivals will be no different from what is on weekdays. They shall exist 
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without the hope for good times, without the Torah and without feeling. Their life will 

become like a flat plain and desolate wilderness… 

  

SOURCE 11) Zecharias Frankel, On Changes in Judaism, 1845 
 

Zecharias Frankel (1801-1875) attended early Reform Jewish conferences in Germany but soon became 
disillusioned with their radical turn away from tradition, and thus founded the “positive historical” 
approach to Judaism, what has today become Conservative Judaism. (Note that his text does not call it 
“Conservative Judaism” but has been edited that way for clarity.) 
  

…Maintaining the integrity of Judaism simultaneously with progress, this is the 

essential problem of the present. … 

 [Conservative Judaism*] not only stands within the bound of Judaism, but is also filled 

with real zeal for its preservation and endeavors to hand it over to the descendants and 

make it the common good of all times. [Conservative Judaism] declares that Judaism must 

be saved for all times. It affirms both the divine value and historical basis of Judaism and, 

therefore, believes that by introducing some changes it may achieve some agreement 

with the concepts and conditions of the time. 

 

SOURCE 12) Akiba Joseph Schlesinger, "An Ultra-Orthodox Position" (1864) 
 

Rabbi Akiva Joseph Schlesinger (1837-1922) was one of the active designers of Haredi, or ultra-
Orthodox, Judaism. 

  

The wording in [a thirteenth-century Jewish code] is: "You must not follow the ways of 

the gentiles, neither with respect to their clothing, nor with respect to their customs." 

Accordingly, Israel must be separated from the gentiles in clothing, in custom, and in 

speech. … 

 

SOURCE 13) Theodor Herzl, "A Solution of the Jewish Question," 1896 
 

Theodor Herzl (1860-1904), an Austro-Hungarian Jewish journalist and lawyer, founded the modern 
concept of political Zionism after an antisemitic incident in France in the late 1800s. 
  

Two phenomena arrest our attention by reason of the consequences with which they 

are fraught. One, the high culture, the other, the profound barbarism of our day. I have 

intentionally put this statement in the form of a paradox. By high culture, I mean the 

marvelous development of all mechanical contrivances for making the forces of nature 

serve man's purposes. By profound barbarism, I mean antisemitism… 

 The Jewish Question still exists. It would be foolish to deny it. It exists wherever Jews 

exist in perceptible numbers. … This is true in every country , and will remain true even in 

those most highly civilized… 
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 In countries where we have lived for centuries, we are still cried down as strangers; 

and often by those whose ancestors were not yet domiciled in the land where Jews had 

already made experience of suffering. Yet, in spite of all, we are loyal subjects, loyal as the 

Huguenots, who were forced to emigrate. If we could only be left in peace…. 

 Let the sovereignty be granted over us a portion of the globe large enough to satisfy 

the requirements of the nation--the rest we shall manage for ourselves. … The creation of 

a new state has in it nothing ridiculous or impossible. We have, in our day, witnessed the 

process in connection with [other] nations… 

 

SOURCE 14) Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai  
Judith Palskow, Standing Again at Sinai (San Francisco: Harper, 1986), 1 

 

Dr. Judith Plaskow, PhD (b. 1947) was the first Jewish feminist theologian to identify herself as a 
theologian. Her groundbreaking work, Standing Again at Sinai, calls for the inclusion of women’s 
perspectives in a traditionally male-oriented canon. 
  

We cannot redefine Judaism in the present without redefining our past because our 

present grows out of history. The Jewish need to reconstruct the past in light of the 

present converges with the feminist need to recover women's history within Judaism. 

Knowing that women are active members of the Jewish community in the present, we 

know that we were always part of the community, not simply as objects of male purposes 

but as subjects and shapers of tradition. To accept androcentric histories as the whole of 

Jewish history is to enter into a secret collusion with those who would exclude us from full 

membership in the Jewish community. It is to accept the idea that men were the only 

significant agents in Jewish history when we would never accept this (still current) account 

of contemporary Jewish life. The Jewish community today is a community of women and 

men, and it has never been otherwise. It is time, therefore, to recover our history as the 

history of women and men, a task that will both restore our own history to women and 

provide a fuller Jewish history for the Jewish community as a whole. 

SOURCE 15) David Shneer, “Interpreting the  Bible through a Bent Lens” 
David Shneer, “Interpreting the Bible through a Bent Lens,” pp. 1-8 in Torah Queeries (ed. Gregg Drinkwater, 

Joshua Lesser, and David Shneer; New York: New York University, 2009), 4 

 

Dr. David Shneer, PhD (1972-2020) was a professor of Jewish history at the University of Colorado 
Boulder and a co-editor of Torah Queeries, a commentary on the Torah from LGBTQ+ perspectives.  
  

Feminisms’ challenge to Judaism meant women’s access not only to Judaism, text, and 

power but also to the way Judaism was interpreted. A feminist Judaism meant broadening 

the access points to Judaism. … [This book] Torah Queeries, then, follows a history of 

textual interpretation that is more than two thousand years old. Reading Torah through a 

bent lens opens up new insights and allows the text to liberate rather than oppress. … 


