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The Jewish Concept of Religion 

I t i s in te res t ing to note that the Jrophet 2echariah, whose message we read the 

f i r s t day of Sukkot, declares that^ the end of days, the U r d * i l l demand .of 

the nat ions of the world t h a t they observe the f e s t i v a l of Sukkot. What a 

seemingly dissonant note in the sublime vision of the tfessianic era J Beat 

your swords in to ploughshares, p rac t ice universal peace, brotherhood, and 

jus t i ce mm and bui ld a sukkah! 

Sven more astonishing i s the fur ther development of t h i s theme in the Talmud 

(Avodah Zarah 3a ) . On the great Day of Judgment, the Sages t e l l u s , G~d 

w i l l demand an accounting of the umot ha-olamt the nations of the world. They 

w i l l argue, tenah lanu ws'rosh ve'naasenahj give us the Torah now and we shal l 
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observe I t , G-d wi l l dismiss t h i s request , asking where they were un t i l now. 

Had they not had over 3,000 years t o learn Torah and prac t ice i t s precepts? 

^af a l p i ken, mitzvah kalah yesh l i ve* sukkah shemah, lekhu va'asu otah& 

nevertheless , I hava a mitzvah t ha t i s easy to perform, qui te inexpensive, 

and that i s the building and dwelling in the sukkah — go ahead and observe i t , 
* * ** in m i iimi . MiiMK *"" 

Immediately each of them wi l l bui ld himself a sukkah on h i s roof. But then 

^fHa-Kadosh flarukh Hu makdir alehem ehamah biHekufat tammuz, ve'khol echad 

ve'echadl meva'et be'sukkato ve»yotzeiEr G-d w i l l cause a hot summer sun to 

blase upon them, and because of the discomfort they wi l l contemptuously re jec t 

* n s s u k t c a h a**3 r e t i r e to the cool convenience of t h e i r own pa r lo r s . Truly a 

remarkable vision of th ings to cornel 



~2-

fhe 1ft te Rav Kook, ef blessed memory, saw in this rather Strang® Aggadah the 

fundamental difference between Jew and neiWr*# in their whole ,raar> of 

religion, li* the very structure and foils of religion* *here la no deubt, 

hi saintsina, that If Q-d would ask of the umot ha>olam to stand erect, or 

kneel, in prayer for & hours, and subject them to the same burning midday 

mm, that they would not aieve. Their plat and te l l i ieus integrity would 

inspire then to resist a l l diacomforts for the amice of their genuinely held 

beliefs* For the nanWewiah mind oan understand and approve the expresalon 

of the spirit in tersss of worship, prayer, a service* the proper, rational, 

natural form of religious devotion i s fee prayerfid wood of hushed reverence 

la the atmosphere of the cathedral* What the Qentlle cannot accept, however, 

la the Jewish expression of religion In terms et ylt^vot maaai/ot* in the 

reglman of pr ant leal observances. How nan eating and drinking and sleeping 

in a veak-walled booth, unprotected from the elements, with pieces of 

eekhakh falling into your food ** hew can this be equated with true religion? 

Eeliglon, to th» Gantile, la largely a psychological phenomenons the experience 

i f conversation, the feeling a of sacredneea, what Rudolf Otto cal ls the awarensi 

of the "numinous." to the *N»t, hew ever, religion la expressed by objective 

deeds more than by subjective moods, by a practical program of holiness that 

transcends the narrow confirms of the synagogue and that permeates a l l c€ life* 

And the suldkah la an excellent example of Hits essential Jewish attitude* 

Tjg* nonWewiah world has rarely understood sr eymptithlsed with our concept 

of an ebeervsne**eenstared r#lif Ion* The Christians therefof* twisted the 

word *Fhraiseism" into an epithet of derision and scom* Secularists, 

eontesiilating our Shabbat end Kaahruth and faharat Ha^mlahpachah, decided 
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that me were practicing a hida-bound traditional ism, e hat we were irratlnalfy 

convulsive, that we mStwmd from a mass psychological abberatlon with our 



taboos in mm cases harking back tc the primitive notions of tbs cave man. 

l i t t l e did they or do they understand that our sdtavpt waaaiyot^ far freas 

being a coll^ctlve raeahugagt, are the seans towards true spiritual eminence, 

thai only throu$* such observances eao a people in i t s entirety aspire to 

bacons a Jtehillah kedoahah» a saintly eeaaamitv . In the Jewish aukkah you 
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way risk a fen pieces of sakhakh falling down, but there la also the 
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©pportmnitr &»* *»ny souls to rise up* 

A great non-Jew, one of the few who understood ua properly, defined the 

differences in a very concise manner, «lehn Macsmrray, in his A Clue to History, 

aaya that whereas ©thar peoples have a religion^ ^ews are the only ones who 
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wsie and are religious, Ibr their religion i s not confined to a few holy tines 

and holy places, bat 1® a synthesis of a l l and covers aH aspects cf existence, 

both Individual and collect!ve. This Indeed is the aehwAveiaent of mltsvot 

maaalyot such as ttm aukkah i It provides that not only do we have a religion, 

but that we be religious in ev*ry egression of l i f e and personality. 

tf we have a religion, then religion Is a part of existence and Q-4, too, plays 

a role in l i f e . If we ar£ r®l% ious, tien religion is a l l of existence, and €Ud 

i s not only another actor, but iM producer and director of the draisei *ae 

Bar el and the Hateayeai of a l l that is* 

If we hate a religion, then we ultiwatly begin to think that we discovered 

G«d, and therefore etsr praysr degenerates into the presentation et* Hia of a 

l i s t of needs which we ask Hia to satisfy for us as our Cosmic Servant. If, 

however, we are religious, then we recognise thai It is &*d Vho discovered 

us e* am taataatl be-aidbar — and then we bacons l i s servants, not only through 
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the femail act of acfcnowledgesisnt in prayer but throughout a l l of l i f e In the 

fbr» of the practical mttavet. 



If we only haw religion, then I t i s important to ue what we think of 0~d. 

^ l f *• H2L Hflttt taif than far mere important to us ia what 0«d thinks of 

* * h o &2£ * *tli*ion may writ* theology books to ascertain what man believes 

about Q~d* lis who i s religious roads the Torah to learn what 0-d believes about 

The Torah reading for th i s corning t a i l s of tha epilogue to tha story of tha 

national disaster of tha worship of tha Golden Calf, I believe that a most 

significant aspaot of th is historic sin, aside frosi tha essential act of 

idolatry, «a a the transformation from a Jewish to a non-Jewish concept of 

religion, from a people who were religious to a people who now merely have 

a religion* I t was immediately after t&e Children of Israel fashioned tha 

Golden Calf that we read. va-ysshkimu mi~maeharat va«yaalu olot va-yagisnu 

shelamlm, bright and early tha next morning they brougb sacrifices to the 

Calf, worshipped i t , prayed -~ and were done with their religious duties I 

For, abruptly thereafter, va-yeshav ha-am la •eohol vs * shatoa tha people eat 

down to eat and drink* Their religion was finished, the cult was practiced, 

nos they wars free from i t and could enjoy the profane pleasunse of l i fe 

without interference* They forgot what Mosss had taught them mm that religion 

i t a l l of l i f e , that the world of the sp i r i t ia affected even by what and how 

you eat , by how much pm drink, by the blessing before you indulge and tha 

bentehln afterwards* They forgot th i s , and no wonder that In the same breath, 

as i t ware, the Torah informs us that va-yakmnu ha*em le'tsachek, the people 

arose to make sport — which our Rabbis correctly interpet aa meaning tha 

Indulgence In idolatry, aasual immorality, and bloodshed* for if religion has 

no bearing m such mundane matters as d ie t , aa fcaahruth and sukkah, then i t has 
r —Hi ii I imijiul I illii minim. riijmn <* 

no bearing on morality and tha value of l ife* 
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How well we can therefor understand the prayer of Hoses after th is act of 

treachery. We read t t thia morning, and recited i t nuwereus times during 

the High Holidayst after pleading ve'aalaehta la-avonemi u^le'cha te tany 
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forgive u* our ains and our transgrassiena, WHH adda ana significant words 

u-nsehaltamu What dees that mean? A few eomnientatora (fonatahn ban Walel, 

and Bashi In another version) translate! "and give us an inheritance •* But 

imiet commentators, and they represent tha genuine Jewish sp i r i t , say vi ta 

^•bit y ' t t t n e n u life ha naehalah, make us thy inheritance, we want to beenine 

your naehalahi year very oim possesion. Hon aptly tha tor ah capturea tha 

Jewish phileeopby of religion in ona word! We do t r t have a religion because 

we have a Q~ds we are religious because O-dhaa us, because we are His inheritance! 
•* nun mil mi m mum 1111 Vii i ..in . , • « • ! in w n mm m m u m n —»n ^ 

** ^^SiF^i22!i> t*lfsn i t i s n o t enough merely to worship, no matter how 

sincerely, a t certain tins a and In certain places. I t i s ur duty to carry out 

His will everywhere and at a l l times, by means of the practical commandments • -

of which aukkah i s an escaa^la par excellence mm and thus sublimate allof l i f e 

to the highest 3evels of spir i tual exaltednesa. 

Whan Jews reject what ths aukkah stands for and adopt the non-Jewish approach, 

than they can at so at hair© a religion, and write books boasting that tha Jews 

gave G-d to ths world. When H*9 are genuinely Jewish, m& regard themaelvee 

aa a divine nachalah» they wil l so live that 0-d wil l be able to boast that i s 

gave the Jews to the world. When wa assimilate the gentile forma of religion, 

then religion as such becomes a part of cul ture, even am aspect of Jewish 

nationalism. But when wa are truly religious in tha Jewish sense, both 

culture and nationalism are part ef forah. At most, he who has a religion 

wi l l , 11 k* the Philosophers, t r y to grasp G«d. We who i s Jewishly religious 

wi l l , lijse ths rrophets, feel grasped by G~d. Dr. If Israel Bldad put i t thia 

wayi the philosophers, as the word i t se l f indicates, are "lovers of wisdom.* 

the Pbrephets, however, were wise in the ways of leva* 
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What should u-neehaXtanu wean to us? What are the consequences of considering 
• f i l l »ll I III I I—1—«» ^ 

yourself an Inheritance of ths Lord? 

Ha who la a nachaXah of (M wiXX always aet in a wanner eaXeuXatad not to 

embarrass G~d or thee* who boar Ills 1B»E© ~- a l t our feXXow-men. He wiXX aat 

and drink Xlk© a huisan, not Xlk® an anlnnX or a pagan* He wiXX gim prisiacy to 

Terah above aXX eXae. If* wiXX give gtnerousXy and charitably* because hi 

recognises that aXX he has tferuXy beongs to 0-d* Way, wore than thatt he wXXX 

give hanplXy and without eospXalning and grumbling because he acknowXedgee that 

not only what he hae but sXao what he i s stoma from 0*41 u-nechalatamu Thia 

la the teaching of Teraht aX yarn Xevevekha baHttekha* The Jew who considers 

htmseXf nachaXah wiXX perform the ^Ltavot with joy, not in a begrudging way* 

for he la thua expreeaing hie whole purpose In l i f e . 

le t us coneXude our remarks In the ease way SoXemen oonoXuded his fteheXXeth 

which we read this n&raingt 

3ef davar ha-koX nishmai the &tid of the natter* after eXX is said and done* le 
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this* a t ha^UkJJW vera* fear @*>&i XHSB aXX other reXifiens, <Judais» partakes 

of the unlverseX expression of rsXlgion in the reverence of the synagogue, the 

awe of the divine Presence, the prayerful attitude and stance* But g*ore the* 

thati et pitsvetav shewor — observe His eomwandKwnts. I t I s not enough to ha is a 
i •imiiimoiw in mill «m m n «» n n wu«n» 

reXlgionf you w«st be reXlglous, by observing the sAtayot aaasiyot such as sukkah 

•nd pesach* tefilltn and tsltsit* kashrut and ahabbat* 
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Then, and ©nXy then* when forah wlXX9 through the i&tgvot* have perraeated aXX of 

Xtfe. when we wiXX have aot^d as a true nachaXah of the AXsrtfhty* wiXX we 
" l l l i i m . » < turn * * w ' 

appreciate kl %eh koX ha^adaw, that this Is aXX of wen* When we wiXX have con* 
— • — c m umimmummmtmmum mimi ii»mi mm" i> n HI 

secreted aXX that roakes us adap* huasua* wiXX we Indeed be completely huaan, children 

of GHJ created in His i»age# then we shaXX return to Mis **with aXX thy heart 

and aXX thty souXd and aXX thy aright** 


