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Temple Beth Sholom Torah Study August 1, 2015;
Va’etchanan; Deuteronomy 3:23 — 7:11
Led by Mike Rubin

Moses continues his speeches to the Israelites camped on the east side of the Jordan River,
shortly before the Israelite people cross over into the promised land without him. Moses
speech within this parashah include, among other things:
a) A slightly different version of the Ten Commandments (Deut 5:6 — 5:18) than was
provided in Exodus.
b) The Sh’ma (Deut 6:4 — 6:9). “Hear, O Israel: Adonai is our God, Adonai is One.” or
alternatively, “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.” [JSB version]
Readings:
a) Deut4:1-2
b) Deut 5:1 -5:19
c) Deut6:4-6:9
d) Deut 6:20-25
e) Deut 7:1 -5 [Note: Deut 7: 3-4 Rashi posits these verses as the proof text in the Torah
for matrilineal descent: “You shall not intermarry with them; you shall not give your
daughter to his son, and you shall not take his daughter for your son, for he will cause
your child to turn away from Me, and they will worship the gods of others™
i) The argument being that the word “he” implies that the non-Jewish father will cause
the child to turn away for Judaism, hence the child of a Jewish mother is a Jew, but
there is nothing to worry about the child of a non-Jewish mother, because God does
" not consider the child Jewish. It appears that Rashi worked overtime to discern this
implication from the text.
Would you strike items from the Ten Commandments if you had your way?
a) See handout with possible “minor” editing of the Ten Commandments.
If you were to write your own Ten Commandments, what would you write, assuming you do
not repeat anything in the existing Ten Commandments?
a) Break into multiple small groups and come up with three such new commandments that
you might offer for consideration.
b) See handout of Rubin’s draft Fourteen Commandments.
Is it blasphemous, wrong, or simply a bad idea for us today to consider creating and
following a different Ten Commandments? .
a) See Deut: 4:1-2, “You shall not add anything to what I command you or take anything
away from it, but keep the commandments of the Lord your God that I enjoin upon you.”
b) See handout excerpt from Torah: A Modern Commentary pages 1345- 1347)
Is it our duty to create our own set of commandments, whether through interpretation,
selective adoption, or reconstruction?
a) See excerpt from Jewish Renewal: A Path to Healing and Transformation by Michael
Lerner, pages 99-101.
Parting quotes:
a) Relevant to the Sh’ma:
i) “the basis for our need to love lies in the experience of separateness and the resulting
need to overcome the anxiety of separateness by the experience of union. The
religious form of love, that which is called the love of God, is, psychologically
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speaking, not different. It springs from the need to overcome separateness and to
achieve union.” by Erich Fromm (psychologist), in The Art of Loving.
b) Relevant to why we study Torah: substitute the word philosophy with the word Torah in
the excerpt:

i) “Thus, to sum up our discussion of the value of philosophy [Torah], philosophy
[Torah] is to be studied not for the sake of any definite answers to its questions, since
no definite answers can as a rule be known to be true, but rather for the sake of the
questions themselves. It is these questions that enlarge our conception of what is
possible, enrich our intellectual imagination, and diminish the dogmatic assurance
which closes the mind against speculation. But above all because through the
greatness of the universe which philosophy [Torah]} contemplates, the mind also is
rendered great, and becomes capable of that union with the universe which constitutes
its highest good.” by Bertrand Russell, in The Problems of Philosophy.
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1] And now, O Israel, give heed to the laws and rules which I am instructing you to observe,

so that you may live to enter and occupy the land that the Lorp, the god of your fathers, 1%
giving you. 2} You shall not add anything to what I command you or take anYthing'aWa

s

from it,ﬁjau»tm}igcp the commandments of the LOED your God that enjoin upon you.} 3] You

T R 5

saw with your own eyes what the LorD did in the matter of Baal-peor, that the LORD yout God
wiped out from amiong you every person who followed Baal-peor; 4] while you, who held
fast to the LORD your God, are all alive today.

5] See, I have imparted to you laws and rules, as the LORD my God has commanded me, for
you to abide by m the land which you are about to invade and occupy. 6] Observe them
faithfully, for that will be proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples, who on
hearing of Al these laws will say, “Surely, that great nation is a ‘wise and discerning
people.” 7] For what great nation is there that has a god so close at hand as is the LORD our

4:1] Laws and rules. The Torah frequently places
chukim and mishpatim next to each other, but the
distinction between them is not fully established.
A number of theories have been developed:
(1) that chukim deal with the basic relationship
of man to God, the world, and himself, and mish-
patim with man’s relation to his fellow man, as
expressed in civil and criminal law; (2) that the
reasons for mishpatim are clear, whereas those for
chukim are hidden (for instance, Why the con-
sumption of pork is prohibited [2]); (3) that chu-
Lkim are those laws that restrict our sensual life
and aim at creating a people of personal purity
(for instance, laws of kashrut or those defining
sexual transgressions [3]); (4) and, most likely,
that mishpatim represents case law and chukim
apodictic law, “engraved” for all time. See further
our commentary on Exod. 21:1. -

So that you may live. The offer of rewards is an
important aspect of the covenant model and there-

fore a normal accompaniment of the law, though
doing God’s will for His sake rather than for re-
ward is a higher form of human response.

3] The matter of Baal-peor. Baal-peor, a local
Moabite deity whom many Israclites ‘worshiped
in a moment of weakness (Num. 25:1-5). The
sinful practices may have been sexual orgies.

4] You... held fast; This phrase was taken into
the liturgy and is recited in traditional services be-
fore the blessings over the Torah.

6] Observe them faithfully. Literally, “observe and
do them,” a juxtaposition which has led tradition
to identify “observe” as the duty to study, which
complements the duty to “do” [4]-

7] A god so close at hand. BYi?R is constructed
with the plural 8399 suggesting that one should
understand “god(s)” and not “God.” But this con-
clusion is- not compelling; for in Gen. 20:13 the
same construction OCCUTS, but clearly God- (and
not any god) is meant {5}
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Neither Add Nor Detract

One of the laws which in time assumed
crucial significance teads: “You shall not add
anything to whatl command you or take any-
thing away from it.. > (4:2). Tt is possible
that such an injunction was at first directed
to the scribes, warning them to keep: the
text exactly as they found it, with its appar-
ent- contradictions, mistakes in - spelling,
duplications, and incomprehensible passages.
A similar rule was already in effect in an-
cient Egypt, a thousand years “prior to the
Eixodus, and is also reflected in the Akkadian
Epic of Brra. There it is said of the poet who
had been taught a poem that “he left noth-
ing ‘out nor did he add a single line” [16]. In
Jeremiiah’s vision the prophet was cautioned
not to leave out a single word when-he trans-
mitted: divine instructioh; and a proverb, in
exalting God’s teaching, said, “Add not to
His words.” Two other-passages clearly es-
tablished ‘the rule as applying to the essence
of God’s work and word: Koheleth pro-
claimed that whatever God did was “for
eveér,” and another passage in Deuteronomy
enjoined the Israelites to be careful and ob-
serve only . what they had® been taught,

neither more nor less.!
“In- later centuries, both 4:2 and 13:1 be-
came proof texts for limiting changes in and
interpretations of the Torah: laws. Special
note was taken of the fact-that 4:2 is phrased
in the plufal while 13:1 is couched in the
singﬁlar;’Thus the forimer was understood
to be sddressed to the leaders of the com-
munity who were warned not to pass -off
their injunctions as equivalent to the Torah
itself and to let the people know at all times
what was of rabbinic and what of pentateu-
chal origin (pa7Yme and RIVIIRTR) [17]. On
the other hand, 13:1 was seen to address itself

1 Jer. 26:2; Prov. 30:6; Eccles. 3:14; Deut. 13:1.
2 This became particularly ‘important because the
Christian church had declared these and similar pro-
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to- each individual, exhorting him to com-
plete and meticulous observance [18]. But
rabbinic law was not in itself seen.as inno-
vative, it only made the intent of the Torah
“clearer” (though often it did so innova-
tively). : : .

Another reading of the two verses became
even more important, for it understood 4:2
as prohibiting changes in the number of the
commandments—there were according to
tradition 613 mitzvot in the Torah—so that
there should not be 612 or 614; and 13:1 was
seen to mean that each individual mitzvah
was to be carried out.as specified and was not
to be tampered with.2 Thus, since an au-
thoritative interpretation of the laws of
phylacteries had arrived at four paragraphs
that were to-be inscribed on the parchme‘nt,
this was. to remain an unalterable rule, as
were four double- threads in the ritual
fringes [19]. Moreover, the general rule was
declared applicable both in Eretz Yisrael
and. in the Diaspora.

The Course of Jewish Law

To be sure, no community could survive
and grow without an organic development
of its laws. . Halachah—the .body of written
and oral law—became the instrument by
which the Jewish people ordered their lives.
Wwhile the Written Torah .remained - un-
changed and unchangeable, the Oral Torah
interpreted it; thereby éxpanding and con-
tracting it in accordance with the needs. of
new times. The Rabbis created a set of guide-
lines that spelled out the possibihpies of such
interpretation; for instance, they determined
how' analogies were tO be used, how legal
inferences were to be made, or how the repe-
tition of certain laws affected their content.
At first, out of deference to the strict injunc-

visions of the Torah as no longer binding, for in its
view the “Old Covenant” (at Sinai) had been set
aside by the “New Covenant” (through Jesus).
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tions of Deut. 4:2 and 13:1, none of these
rabbinic rules and their conclusions was per-
mitted to be written down, but by the year
200 c.E. this restriction was abandoned and
the basic code of Jewish life was committed
to writing. The result was the Mishnah,
which combined into its six sections? every
aspect of Jewish liVing, from the regulation
of the liturgy to civil and criminal law to
family purity. Now the Mishnah became the
foundation for legal discussions in the acad-
emies and for decisions in the courts, and
after three more centuries two bodies of
recorded debates and decisions were' asserm-
bled: one in Palestine (the Palestinian or Je-
rusalern Talmud—"talmud” meaning study
or learning) and the other in Babylon (the
Babylonian Talmud). The latter became the
commanding, fundamental document for al]
subsequent ages. Itis a vast-ranging commen-
tary on the Mishnah, but it does not usually
adhere strictly to the subject at hand and
instead covers every conceivable area of
human knowledge, Jewish law, popular
custom, theological and moral considera-
tions—all arranged rather loosely, reflecting
the unstructured discussions of the Sages
rather than the rigorous systematizing of an
editor. - ~

The Talmud now was the edifice in which
Jewish life dwelt, and at once it itself becarne
the object of study, comment, and argument.
Scholars wrote legal opinions (responsa) and
composed commentaries, and in time ab-
Stracts appeared that -attempted to sum-
marize all previous contributions to talmudic
knowledge and to ser down clearly what
laws a Jew ought to observe. Of these atr-
tempts the code of Maimonides (twelfth
century) achieved the grearest authority
and deeply influenced Jewish practice during
the following centuries, until the appearance

of Joseph Karo’s Shulchan Aruch (sixteenth cen-
tury). From then on the latter wag univer-
sally considered the authoritative handbook
of Jewish law and life. After its appearance
it quickly became the object of scholarly
commentary; it was considered extensively
in responsa and continues in this Capacity
until today. Most of the halachah it containg
is represented in both its biblical and jts rab-
binic provisions as binding, for it is taken to
be the will of God. :

- This system was by nature highly con-
servative, since the Torah, being considered
divine, was in principle unamendable, and
even the most Ingenious interpretation
could not alter a rule beyond a certain point.
Moreover, the Oral Torah, too, shared in
the divine nature of the law and therefore in
its resistance to change. Still, the process
worked well enough as long as Jews lived
in a basically conservative and frequently
restricted environment, where faith and
custom provided the framework of exis-
tence. But with the beginning of Enlighten-
ment, at the end of the eighteenth century,
Western Jewry left its traditional -habitat,
both physically and culturally, and this
placed enormous strains on the halachah.
Its guardians were highly defensive and re-
fused to find legal justifications for even the
MOoSt minor changes. In consequence, an in-
creasing number of Jews looked for means
of adjusting the law to an emerging modern
industrial_sodety.,The result was the devel-
opment of Reform Judaism, which amended
the law while assuring the preservation of its
spirit. The new movement saw its. greatest
advance in North America, where at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century its members
discarded many of the 613 mitzvot, even
when they were explicitly stated in or

‘founded on the Written Torah. For them,

3 Zeraim (Seeds), Mo-ed (Feasts), Nashim (Women), Negikin (Damages),
Kodashim - (Hallowed Things), Tohorot( Cleanness).
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the provisions of Deut. 42 and 13:1 had
ceased to be operative, especially——though
not exclusively—in the area of ritual prac-
tice.4 Their emphasis was- on the ‘moral
component of Judaism, which they found
championed by the biblical prophe't_s.
Reform Judaism thus largely separated
itself from halachic Judaism, which has con-
cinued to be vigorously represented by
Orthodoxy. Conservatism occupies 2 middle
ground; it stands with Reform in recognizing:
the human and therefore changeable aspect

4 Quch as the careful observance of dietary laws, the
wearing of fringes, or rules pertaining o the de-
scendants of priestly families.

51In fact, the nature of mitzvah and its theological

of the law, while it tries to effect these
changes within the framework of the hala-
chah. There has also been a turn toward a
greater incorporation of halachic principles
within the Reform movement, albeit on a
basis that allows for individual decision
within the framework of a mitzvah sys-
tem [20]. The rules laid down by the Deuter-
onomist have thus experienced a Jong and
varied development, and they continue to be
at issue in contemporary Judaism.”

foundations are a serious problem to Reform Juda-
ism and have been the subject of varying interpre-

tations [21}.

GLEANINGS -

\
\\,
Never Closed o
It says (verse 7) that God is-close at hand
whenever Israel does call on Him. To “call” on
God means to pray, which teaches that the gates

of prayer are never closed. MIDRASH [22]

The Uniqueness of Torah (verse 8) AN

When other nations follow their laws they :
are merely law-abiding; when Israel observes the

Torah it is at the same time engaged in the praise g
of God. CHASIDIC [23]

But Take Utmost Care(verse 9) _/'/

Moses warns Israel, the very people who were
vouchsafed great miracles, againgr:"idolatry. From
this you may learn that however pious a person
is he is always in potential danger of idolatry and
should never fully trust/bifnself.

i e

//('/

< i
6 The word J¥21is a Hebrew idiom for “your self” but it is here interpreted literally~_
/ B —
/ as if it meant “your soul.”

/ 1347

Literally, verse 9 reads,;@ﬁy watch yourself _

dual warning to both #watch yourself” and “watch
your soul scrupulotisly”’? The word “yourself” re-
fers to your body to which you need give only
ordinary/ frention, and there is little doubt that
ou will do so. But, when it comes to your soul,
\Yf)u‘ are likely to neglect it, hence “watch your
CHASIDIC [24]

and watch your sou}wupulously,”é Why the

,soul scrupulously.”

AN

The \Chain of Generations
Torah is to be taught to children and chil-

dren’s ch\ﬂc}ren (verse 9). He who reaches his child
Torah is coﬂsj§ered as if he taught Torah not only
to his child but_to his child’s children and their
children, to the &Q of time.

A grandchild tauglf{ by his grandfather is con-
sidered as if he had received the Torah at Sinai.

™~
“ TALMUD [25]
.
~ .

~
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@] [ the LORD am your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of

bondage: 7] You shall have no other gods beside Me. , ,

8] Youwshallnotmakeforyeurself-a- sculptured-] 1magemun7 likeness of what.isin- the he"vens
abovr,jsxmcon, the-earth belowr,-orin the-waters-below the-earth. 9] You shaﬂ not bow dowu to
1.0 tbv U‘f«»%fle

o=
Atg@o oT serve them For I the LORD your God am an impassioned God, wisiting-

fathers-upon-the children, upon-the. third.and-upen-the-fourth get}era 1ons-of those. ‘7‘71“@ reject

Me, ]1@] but shewingkindness-to-the-thousamdtirgeneratronot Fhose-wio-tove-Me-and-keep

My—ecommandIrents.

11] You shall not swear falsely by the name of the LORD your God; fer-the LORD will-not -

—clear—one—whe-swears-falsely-by Hisnamre-

_ 12] Observe the sabbath' day and keep it holy, as the LORD your God has commanded

you.- 13] Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 14] but the seventh day is a sabbath

of the LORD your God: you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, yourmale
cot-fermate-slave, your ox orf yourass, or any of your cattle, or the stranger in your settlements,
eso-thatyourmale-and female slave may restasyoude. 15] Remember that you were a slave in

the land of Egypt and the"LORD your God freed you from there with a mighty hand and an

- outstretched arm; theréfore” the LORD your God has commanded you to observe the sabbath

day/,p;\ﬂ@) b 2usiave wola

LORD your God has commanded you, -tha:
—theland-t hat»tHcL@RB your God 1S“gwm%;
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16] Honor your father and your mother as the
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it adultery. / Youshall not steal. / You shaﬂv
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17] You shall not murder. / You shall notcomm

not bear false witness —&%a—}%&tv:}é@ﬂﬁrﬁﬁfgd%b@f

18] You shaﬂ not covet you nerehbor’s WPCC You shall not crave your nemhbor s house, or
b ye r\) pthen .

T‘
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‘ Anethernie .
his-field, or-his-male orfemale-slave, or his 0x, or his ass, or anything that is yeurneighbors.
19] The LORD spoke +hose words—those and no more—to your whole congregation at the
mountain, with 2 mighty voice out of the fire and the dense clouds. He inscribed them on two

tablets of stone, Wh_ICh He gave O mMe. o
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6] 1 the LORD am your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of
bondage: 7] You shall have no other gods beside Me. ,

8] You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, any likeness of what is in the heavens
above, or on the earth below, or in the waters below the earth. 9] You shaﬂ not bow down to
them or serve them. For I the LORD your God am an impassioned God visiting the guilt of. the
fathers upon the children, upon the third and upon the fourth generations of those who reject
Me, 10] but showing kindness to the thousandth generation of those who love Me and keep

My commandments.

11] You shall not swear falsely by the name of the LORD your God; for the LORD will not

clear one who swears falsely by His name.

. 12] Observe the sabbath.day and keep it holy, as the LORD your God has commanded -

you.- 13] Six days you shall labor and do all your wotk, 14] but the seventh day is a sabbath

of the LORD your God: you shall not do any work—you, 'your son or your daughter, your male
B female slave, your ox or your-ass, or any of your cattle, or the stranger in your settlements,

so that your male and female slave may rest as you do.  15] Rethémber that you were aslave in

the land of Egypt and the"LORD your God freed you from there with a mighty hand and an
outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God has Commanded you to observe the sabbath
day ’ R ' '

16] Honor your father and your “mother, as the LORD your God has commanded you, that
you may long endure and that you may fare WeH in the land that the LORD your God 1S glvmg,

you.
17] You shall not murder. / You shall not-commut adultery. / You shaﬂ not steal. / You shall

not bear false witness agamst your neighbor.
18] You shaﬂ not covet your nelghbor s wife. You shall not crave your nelghbor s house, or

his field, or his male or female slave, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor’s.
19] The LoRD spoke those words—those and no more—to your whole congregation at the
mountain, with a mighty voice out of the fire and the dense clouds. He inscribed them on two

tablets of stone, Wthh He gave to me.
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Temple Beth Sholom Torah Study August 1, 2015;
Va’etchanan; Deuteronomy 3:23 — 7:11
Led by Mike Rubin

ALTERNATIVE FOURTEEN COMMANDMENTS

1. You shall not obey the guiet woice thwat
wihispers into your ear aand comn rAands youl to
do things your conscience tells you are
despicalle.

2. You shall be tolerant of people who seemm to
follow (swrorship) other gods thhan you worship.

2. You shall mot aact 1 B we oy
TTrevith, for there are mamny "Em‘m‘ﬁhgg and youl
Ihavwe much to leaxrm.

4., You shall not be punished for your father’'s
or mother’s sins, noxr shall you be elevated for
their wirtues, but you shall be judged by your

actions.

5. You shall create beautiful works whitlh thhe
talents and intelligsence that I have bestowedl
wpon youL, but you shall not be so idle as to

yvworship your worlks.

EG. You shall strive to be aas God, co~-creators
it Wie in the project of repairing and
perfecting thhe world, as I have made you im w7

. You shall treat your f@ﬂ@w AER AT AAXAD. S OEXR ST
as precious as angels, foxr all
were made im v image axnd ]

restrained when they becorm
dangerous.
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D. You shall treat every day as precious,
wihetherx it be aa Sabbath day of rest oxr a day
wihen you sustain thhe world through your good
wWorlk.

10. Your shall be mindful of the blessings I hhawve
bestowed mpon youl by practicing gratitude and
bv seeking joy and pleasure in the wonders and
miracles thhat are everywhere you care to loolkk.

131. Wowm shall treat as holy youwur bonds writl
your soul mates, for souls thhat commect also
connect with IWie, and illuminate thhe world

writh Wiy Presemnce.

12, You shall not be dishomest, unjust oxr cruel
to others, and You shall repent and attexmpt to
malke amends when youw fall short; and Yoo
shall forgive those who repent and malke
amends when they fall shoxt in thheir actions
swith youl.

13, Those things that I hawve mot expressly
commanded, I reserve to your judgment, for I
hawve created youw with wisdom axdl
discernmnment so thhat you may seelk the
Iknowledge of good and ewil.

I, You shall not let My commandments be a
wvolke of servitude vupon you, for I have
redeemed you from slawvery, and I tolerate no
slawvery; but you shall use the free wwill, wisdom
and discernment that I have bestowed mpon
wvoul, to interpret Ny commandments and laws
to liberate your body, mind and spirit so that
wvou may live with joy and in harmony with the
Wie aannd with the rest of Wiy IDiwvine creation.
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98 JEWISH RENEWAL

averse of the Torah about the Torah—itis not in heaven, butvery close to
us. And that very closeness permits for distortion.

But if there is distortion built into the Torah, then aren’t we better off
relying on our own intuitions and not basing ourselves on a tradition
that encompasses the voice of pain and cruelty?

Any liberatory tradition will necessarily incorporate the distortions
and limitations of its period. There is no Archimedean point from
which one can build a solidly healthy and transformative vision: every
vision is necessarily partial and partially distorted. Consider some other
liberatory traditions, such as psychoanalysis, Marxism, and feminism,
to name a few that have been recent contenders. When one looks at
each of these closely, one will find a set of distortions in some of the
mu:dmgm literature, based in part on the historically conditioned limita-
tions of the people who were the initial theorists and founders. More-
over, each tradition-has been used at various points as an instrument to
repress rather than liberate by at least some of its practitioners.

, Our Torah documents the history of human efforts at transcendence,
and records the interaction between those attempts and the distortions
that emerged in their midst. We may not yet have a total vision of the
good, but we do have a vision of what has been bad, and we do have
some solid intuitions that have been gleaned through the history of the
human race and have contributed to the emergence of a liberatory
perspective. We as a human race know that it is wrong to create
needless suffering, and though we do not fully agree on what is needless
at any particular historical moment, we nevertheless feel confident that
there is some substantial content to this insight. .

What the Torah also gives us is not a single criterion for determining

what is God’s word, but a sense of how people heard that word in the

R

past, and evokes in us the confidence to criticize the Torah in THe Hiathe

of Torah. And that, in fact, has been precisely what three thousand
%&mw of Jewish commentary has been ‘about—the mm,mm_,mml@«mmm‘ﬁoy.mw

Mmoq:ro vmawwmomﬁ omqjoﬁ&v v:mm..,@ﬁw E.,&o‘ form of mm\BBmd\mmg

Does Tuis AccountT GivE HUMANS
Too MUcH AUTHORITY?

If we say that two voices are contending in Torah, don’t we ultimately
leave the whole matter up to human beings to determine what is the
voice of God and what is the voice of accumulated evil?
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Yes. But that is not a new situation. We always have had to rely on
human beings when understanding the Torah. We had to rely on
human beings to determine where God wanted the Temple, and when
an action is killing and not murder, and which are the real prophets and
which the false. We had to rely on human beings to tell us that when the
Temple was destroyed what God really wanted was prayer instead of
sacrifice, in defiance of the plain meaning of the words of the text: The
rabbis of the talmudic period understood what they were doing, and
they spent a great deal of their time trying to find “prooftexts,” however
stretched the interpretations of them, upon which they oo.:E.rm:m
their own particular approach. Yet they understood that what they were
doing was giving their interpretation, not the interpretation, When they
changed the laws requiring sacrifices into the basis for a requirement of
prayer, they knew that this didn’t appear in the text. Perhaps they might
have been tempted to claim that they were prophets, hearing'a new
revelation. But they made no such claim. .Hrm% were changing the plain
meaning of the text based on their best ability to understand, in light of
their own intellects and spiritual intuition, what would be the best way
to keep the enterprise of Torah alive in their own circumstances,
Hundreds of years later, those who followed these talmudic rabbis
attributed to them and their work a holiness that at least many of the
talmudic rabbis would have dismissed as silly, pretentious, or idol-
atrous. In imagining that these rabbis were on some higher plane, later
generations could excuse themselves of the responsibility of owoﬂwdm
their own ears to the call of God and to the need to reunderstand the
text. Yet that attribution of a higher status to previous generations, and
the selective process of choosing which of the interpreters of the past
will be the ones we choose to respond to, is an act of interpretation
every bit as subjective as the talmudic rabbis’. ~ .

We are always interpreting what God really wants, selecting which
interpreters and which texts of the past to find decisive, and no set of
written words is ever going to explain itself. So the notion of relying on
fallible human beings is a shock only to those who have hid from
themselves the degree to which even the most orthodox of the Ortho-
dox rely on a long set of interpretations that seem to go directly counter
to the obvious meaning of the texts. .

And this is why the objection to the enterprise that says, “You are
merely reading your own set of values into the text rather than really
responding to whatis there,” is always either a deep misunderstanding
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Torah; who hear in it the voice of God; who feel ourselves commanded
by Torah; and who accept the responsibility for preserving, observing,
and passing on the tradition to the next generation; we, who in this
process become the current historical embodiments of the people of
Israel, are the ones to say which is the voice of cruelty and which is the
voice of God, using our best efforts to understand the tradition, our-
selves, our distortions, our historical epoch and its distortions.
Could we be mistaken? Sure. But when you attune your ear carefully
and open your heart appropriately, it doesn’t seem so very hard to
discover which texts seem to speak to the most loving and other-
affirming places in your being, and which texts seem to speak to the
angriest, hurt or hurtful, vengeful, and oppressive parts of your being.
The more profoundly we becomie aware of the ways that our own past,
our own inner distortions, and our own loyalties to past ways of thinking
and feeling are currently shaping us, the more we are able to distinguish
between the parts of what we hear when we listen for God’s voice that
are shaped by our own personal legacy, and the parts that seem actually
to represent a voice of love, caring, compassion, and holiness. The
value of what we have learned through psychoanalytic thought, Marxist
thought, feminist thought, eritical theory, music, art, poetry, and medi-
tation is that these methodologies assist us in detaching curselves from
our conditioned psychological inheritance, distancing ourselves from
the chains of anger and cruelty that are passed from generation to
generation. . , :
So here is how we listen to the voice of God: using every intellectual
and emotional and spiritual tool at our disposal; refracting what we
think we are hearing through the community of others similarly com-
mitted to hearing God's voice, constantly engaged in prayer and medita-
tion to help us recognize new forms of self-deception; reminding
ourselves in humility that no matter how hard we try, we are self-
deceptive in the way we apprehend reality, asking for God’s guidance,
aware of the ways that others who have honestly asked for this guidance
have nevertheless been shaped by their own inner legacies of anger and
cruelty; and doing our best to stay true to what we hear or what we getas
we open ourselves to God's presence in the universe. Using those
intellectual and spiritual tools, and retaining the deep humility of
knowing that what we hear is likely to be only a partial getting of what -
God wants us to get, we then approach the texts to listen to where we
hear the voice of God and where we do not. If not everyone agrees with
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what we have gotten or the way we've identified God’s voice in the text,
that doesn’t make us ‘any worse off than anyone else who has ever
approached these texts and this tradition, ,.

“No, you are worse off, because your Jewish renewal is saying that
some parts of Torah are not the voice of God, whereas in the past the
founders of Rabbinic Judaism did not say that any part of the tradition
wasn’t really God's word; they only changed the interpretation or
meaning of God’s word.” A reasonable objection, but it doesn't hold.
Because what they were doing, in effect, was saying that they had
gotten a new revelation of God’s word that gave them the right to
change the original meaning to their own meaning. And that was at
least as dangerous an assumption as saying, as I do, that the original
voice was not the voice of God, but only the way God's voice was heard
by somewhat limited human beings, and that we, another group of very
limited human beings, must try to hear God's voice as best we can—and
that will entail, in part, determining for ourselves where in Torah we

,,m:v\ think we are hearing the voice of God.

. Thisis not to deny the holiness-of the text. The Torah is holy precisely

because it so strikingly preserves for us both voices, shows us the

no:ﬁﬁm..mr forces us to choose. In the very process of coming to grips with

‘the voice of God and the voice of cruelty, we become sensitized to the

Fact that this same struggle is going on inside us at all times, and that at
“every moment we are forced to make choices about which part of our
“being we are going to give priority. Choosing how to read the Torah, and -
“W\anm F, : no find the word of God, ‘becomes Womlﬂ%&t@%ﬁxﬂ&ﬂ%
inner tikkun. - o
" “Ultimately there is no escaping this obligation to put our full selves
into the process. If we think we've escaped this by trusting some rebbe
or authoritative teacher or posek, we've merely deceived ourselves,
because in making the choice of which rebbe or authoritative teacher or
posek to pay attention to, we have made the same intuitive choice.
Maybe we are distinguishing the voice of God from the voice of pain
on the basis of our contemporary Western values: democracy, egalitar-
ianism, feminism, etc., and hence simply picking and choosing on a
contemporary Western value-basis what we like and dislike in the Torah.
If that's true, it doesn’t distinguish our actions from those in any other
moment in Jewish history. What people heard at previous moments as
the voice of God was based on the contemporary values of those times as

well, What else were the rabbis doing, for example, when they decided to
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