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Introduction

It was then [in 1967] that I knew that being Jewish was not something private and
personal but something collective and historical. It meant being part of an extended
family, many of whose members I did not know, but to whom I nonetheless felt
connected by bonds of kinship and responsibility.

R Jonathan Sacks.

I can’t seem to shake off the sense that we have returned to Jewish history, to saying
“b’chol dor vador” — from generation to generation — they rise up against us….A teaching
by Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik (known as the Rav) came to my mind that Shabbat, a piece of
Torah that I have returned to every day since October 7. It is about Jewish peoplehood.
The pain I felt in that moment was for the Jewish people, and I knew many others would
be feeling the same, perhaps for the first time so acutely.

Mijal Bitton



RELIGION OR NATION?

Our nation is a nation only by virtue of the Torah
Sa’adyah Gaon

“Though a Jew has sinned he is still a Jew”
Talmud Sanhedrin. 44a

ORIGINS

אמֶר ֹ֤ םה֙וַיּ יתוּמִמּֽוֹלַדְתְּ֖�מֵאַרְצְ֥�לֶ�־לְ֛�אֶל־אַבְרָ֔ י�וּמִבֵּ֣ רֶץאָבִ֑ ראֶל־הָאָ֖ אַרְאֶךָּֽ׃אֲשֶׁ֥
רֶכְ֔�גָּד֔וֹללְג֣וֹיוְאֶעֶֽשְׂ֙� הוַאֲבָ֣ �וַאֲגדְַּלָ֖ בְּרָכָהֽ׃וֶהְיֵה֖שְׁמֶ֑
י�וַאֲבָרְֽכָה֙ רְכֶ֔ רוּמְקַלֶּלְ֖�מְבָ֣ ֹ֑ לבְ֔�וְנבְִרְכ֣וּאָא ֹ֖ תכּ ֹ֥ הָאֲדָמָהֽ׃מִשְׁפְּח

Now the LORD said unto Abram: ‘Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from
thy father’s house, unto the land that I will show thee. And I will make of thee a great nation, and
I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and be thou a blessing. And I will bless them that
bless thee, and him that curseth thee will I curse; and in thee shall all the families of the earth be
blessed.’

Genesis 12

תהַה֗וּאבַּיּ֣וֹם םהכָּרַ֧ יתאֶת־אַבְרָ֖ רבְּרִ֣ ֹ֑ תִּי֙לְזרְַעֲ֗�לֵאמ רֶץנתַָ֙ אתאֶת־הָאָ֣ ֹ֔ רהַזּ יםִמִנּהְַ֣ רמִצְרַ֔ לעַד־הַנּהָָ֥ ֹ֖ ת׃הַגָּד נהְַר־פְּרָֽ

In that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying: ‘Unto thy seed have I given this
land, from the river of Egypt unto the great river, the river Euphrates;

Genesis 15

ה יתִּשְׁמְעוּ֙אִם־שָׁמ֤וֹעַוְעַתָּ֗ םבְּקלִֹ֔ יוּשְׁמַרְתֶּ֖ יתֶםאֶת־בְּרִיתִ֑ יוִהְיִ֨ יםסְגֻלָּה֙לִ֤ עַמִּ֔ ימִכׇּל־הָ֣ כׇּל־הָאָרֶֽץ׃כִּי־לִ֖
ם לֶּהקָד֑וֹשׁוְג֣וֹיכּהֲֹנִ֖יםמַמְלֶ֥כֶתתִּהְיוּ־לִ֛יוְאַתֶּ֧ יםאֵ֚ רהַדְּבָרִ֔ ראֲשֶׁ֥ ישְִׂרָאֵלֽ׃אֶל־בְּנֵי֥תְּדַבֵּ֖

Now therefore, if ye will hearken unto My voice indeed, and keep My covenant, then ye shall be
Mine own treasure from among all peoples; for all the earth is Mine;

and ye shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation. These are the words which thou
shalt speak unto the children of Israel.’

Exodus 19.

את ֹ֠ םוְאַף־גַּם־ז רֶץבִּהְֽיוֹתָ֞ םבְּאֶ֣ יבְֵיהֶ֗ ֹֽ יםא םוְֽ�א־גְעַלְתִּיםֽ֙�א־מְאַסְתִּ֤ רלְכַ�תָ֔ ילְהָפֵ֥ םבְּרִיתִ֖ יאִתָּ֑ אֱ�-קיהֶםֽ׃האֲנִי֥כִּ֛
י םוְזכַָרְתִּ֥ יתלָהֶ֖ ררִאשׁנִֹ֑יםבְּרִ֣ רֶץהוֹצֵאֽתִי־אתָֹם֩אֲשֶׁ֣ יםִמֵאֶ֨ םלְעֵינֵ֣ימִצְרַ֜ םלִהְי֥וֹתהַגּוֹיִ֗ יםלָהֶ֛ ה׃אֲנִי֥לֵא�הִ֖
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And yet for all that, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not reject them, neither will
I abhor them, to destroy them utterly, and to break My covenant with them; for I am the LORD
their God. But I will for their sakes remember the covenant of their ancestors, whom I brought
forth out of the land of Egypt in the sight of the nations, that I might be their God: I am the
LORD.

Leviticus 26

The Descendants of Abraham?

Yes, you may say all this in the prescribed order and not change it in the least. In the
same way as every Jew by birth says his blessing and prayer, you, too, shall bless and
pray alike, whether you are alone or pray in the congregation. The reason for this is,
that Abraham our Father taught the people, opened their minds, and revealed to them
the true faith and the unity of God; he rejected the idols and abolished their adoration;
… Ever since then whoever adopts Judaism and confesses the unity of the Divine Name,
as it is prescribed in the Torah, is counted among the disciples of Abraham our Father,
peace be with him. Thus Abraham our Father, peace be with him, is the father of his
pious posterity who keep his ways, and the father of his disciples and of all proselytes
who adopt Judaism

Maimonides, Letter to Obadiah The Ger.

I am the One Whose Godliness suffices. Avraham had said to Hashem: “If I circumcise
myself, people will regard me with disgust!” Hashem answered him: “I am the One Who
said to My world: It suffices...” (Maharshal)

Siftei Chachamim.

What Is “The Jewish People?”

מהלפיהואהפרטיתוהבחירהפרטי,בחירהרקהיהלאנחאצלכיכלל,יקשהלאלךאמרנואשרהדבריםלפיאבל
זרעושהםהישראלית,באומהרקפרטית,בחירההיהלאבאברהםאבלשלו.צדקותמעשהלפיהואוהכלשהוא, .

לאכיכולו,בטלמקצתושבטלוסדרנוהג,להיותלהשראוימההעולםוסדרחוקבטלתורה,כאןאיןאםכימפניוזה
בישראליתברךהשםשבחרזהאחרימשךשהתבאר,כמוהכרחי,התורהנתינתכיומאחרסדר.חצישייך

Maharal Netzach Yisrael 11

[On the other hand,] if he performs one mitzvah, he tips his balance and that of the
entire world to the side of merit and brings deliverance and salvation to himself and
others. This is implied by [Proverbs 10:25] "A righteous man is the foundation of the

3



world," i.e., he who acted righteously, tipped the balance of the entire world to merit
and saved it.

For these reasons, it is customary for all of Israel to give profusely to charity, perform
many good deeds, and be occupied with mitzvot from Rosh HaShanah until Yom Kippur
to a greater extent than during the remainder of the year.

Maimonides Hil. Teshuva 3,3

And you will be a treasure among all peoples - even though all types of humans are
important to me above all the lower beings, since He is represented only in them, as
say Hazal (Avot): 'Humans are beloved because they were created in the Image' - still,
you will be treasured among them…This will make you special for only you will be a
kingdom of priests, by teaching and instructing all of mankind to call out in the name of
G’d and for all to serve him together. This was to be a forerunner of what will happen in
the distant future as predicted by the prophet Isaiah 61,6 “and you will be proclaimed
‘priests’ of the Lord.” This is also the true meaning of תורהתצאמציוןכי , “the Torah
emanates from Zion.” (Isaiah 2,3) [This statement is attributed to the nations of the
world at that time.

Seforno

The theme of the Bible obviously is the story of the Jewish people, the children of
Abraham and Sarah. The people of the covenant. The people whose name is Israel. It
is about a particular people. One people in particular. However, as you know, the
Bible doesn’t begin there. How does it begin? It begins with an anomaly, a thing that
doesn’t seem to make any sense if we are trying to tell the story of one particular
family. It begins not with a people in particular, but with humanity as a whole. It
begins with those archetypal characters of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and
the flood, Babel and its builders.

So what I am telling you here is the second point. That Judaism is telling us something
very profound. That as we move from the universal to the particular, from things in
general to this thing, this person, we are moving from the inhuman to the human;
from the impersonal to the personal; from the world of science to the world of
humanity. If that is true, then God must love not universality but particularity: the
thing that makes you different from me; or our faith different from someone else’s
faith.
The world chooses the strong. God in His wisdom knew, He chose the people who
knew themselves, the lo bechayil, velo beko’ach, ki im beruchi. That we don’t survive on
strength or power but by God’s spirit. I have to tell you, it says in the Torah that Noah
was a righteous man, perfect in his generations. Noah walked with God. – We know
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why God chose Noah. None of those words are used in the context of Abraham. None
of them.

God chooses whom the world rejects. He chooses the marginal, the nomads, the few,
the young. People who, whether in their own land, from then to today, to live in Israel
is to live in a tiny country surrounded by big empires at the juncture of three
continents. Israel always was a tiny people surrounded by big neighbours.

Secondly, in the Dispersion, we were a minority – disempowered and scattered
through the world. It is the people who are vulnerable, who are exposed, who are at
risk. On them, God shows His special love. That is why the treatment of the Jews in
history has always been a litmus test of the humanity of any age. It is why the Jewish
story has always been a great narrative of hope because it is the story. And that is
why it spoke to the founding fathers of America who were trying to set up something
against the British. Why it spoke to the Black civil rights activists who were trying to
create a space for themselves in America. Because the Jewish story was always of a
people who were vulnerable, small, weak, exposed, afraid – and yet who never lost
hope. And, as a result, never ceased to be.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks.

End

Moses’ hands remained steady — steadfast, committed (emunah) — until the sun
set. That day, these Jews who had just escaped their chains were able to triumph
against a malevolent enemy. They did so because they were united, because they
were one body. Some took up arms in battle. Moses held up his actual arms, and
others held up Moses’s arms. Their pain was shared, but each had a unique role to
play.
Mijal Bitton.

Uniquely, Jews are born into a faith. It chooses us before we choose it. Physically we
come naked into the world, but spiritually we come with a gift: the story of our past,
of our parents and theirs through almost forty centuries from the day Abraham and
Sarah first heard the call of God and began their journey to a land, a promise, a
destiny and a vocation. That story is ours.

R Jonathan Sacks.
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