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Introduction
Certainly, the world without the Jews would have been a radically different place.
Humanity might have eventually stumbled upon all the Jewish insights. But we cannot be
sure. All the great conceptual discoveries of the human intellect seem obvious and
inescapable once they had been revealed, but it requires a special genius to formulate
them for the first time. The Jews had this gift. To them we owe the idea of equality before
the law, both divine and human; of the sanctity of life and the dignity of human person; of
the individual conscience and so a personal redemption; of collective conscience and so
of social responsibility; of peace as an abstract ideal and love as the foundation of justice,
and many other items which constitute the basic moral furniture of the human mind.
Without Jews it might have been a much emptier place."

Paul Johnson, ‘A History of the Jews’



Jeremiah Unterman, “Justice For All; How the Jewish Bible Revolutionized Ethics”
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Nahum Sarna ‘Understanding Genesis’

However, what is really striking and what is totally stunning is the third
metaphor – which is so beautiful, so powerful, that frankly I am overwhelmed by
it. It reaches expression in the great literary prophets, in Isaiah, Jeremiah and,
above all, in Hosea and which understands the relationship between God and
humanity. God and humanity, although very specifically God and Israel, but I
really believe it is between God and humanity. As a matter not between Master
and slave, not between Adon and eved, not between an avi and a ben, a parent and
a child, but between husband and wife. This is the really explosive, stunning
image which marks the Jewish understanding of the human-Divine relationship
as unique and totally without analogue anywhere else.

Rabbi Sacks.

Thomas Cahill The Gift of the Jews

3



Torah And Law.

These innovations were presented through the narratives of the exodus and the
covenant at Sinai—stories that would have made a distinct and unusual impression on
the ancient mind. The ancients had no problem believing that the gods could split the
seas or descend on a mountaintop in a storm of fire. In contrast, the stories of the
exodus and Sinai necessitated an enormous stretch of the imagination, because they
required listeners to believe in political events that were without precedent and utterly
improbable, even in mythological terms. Slaves had never been known to overthrow
their masters. Gods had never been known to speak to an entire people. Moreover, in
propagating the story of an enslaved nation rising up and breaking its chains, the
Bible also preempted claims of election and social hierarchy within the Israelite nation
itself. The exodus narrative e�ectively disallowed any Israelite from laying claim to a
“naturally” elevated status. It depicts the origin of an entire people—a seminal,
emancipating, but, most important, equalizing event.

Although the account of the revelation at Sinai is usually conceived in religious terms,
its political implications are no less dramatic and constitute the bedrock of the Bible’s
egalitarian theology. Elsewhere, the gods allegedly communicated only to the kings
and had no interest in the masses. At Sinai, God spoke to the entire people, without
delineating any role whatsoever for kings and their entourage.11 In fact, in light of
archaeological findings now available to us, we can grasp how the Sinai narrative
transformed the entire people of Israel into a collective of king-like individuals.

Prof. Joshua Berman ‘The Biblical Origins of Equality’.
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Nahum Sarna ‘Exploring Exodus’

There must be a law that no imperfect or maimed child shall be brought up. And to avoid an
excess in population, some children must be exposed. For a limit must be fixed to the
population of the state.

Aristotle Politics VII.16

15. If a free person helps a slave of either a palace or a civil-servant escape, that person shall
be executed.

16. If a free person gives shelter to a fugitive slave of either a palace or a civil-servant, that
person shall be executed.

Hammurabi Code
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Judaism’s Project

In other words, faced with conflicting evidence between order and chaos, between
God and evil, it would have been so easy to deny the reality of one or the other.
Either we deny God, in which case we have despair: or we deny evil, in which case
we have consolation. Judaism refuses the premature and easy options: despair on
the one hand; consolation on the other. If either of those logical alternatives were
true – either there is no justice or everything in the world is just – then we could
live at peace with the world. But to be a Jew is to refuse those easy answers and to
live within the tension which sees evil as real and therefore rejects premature
consolation, acceptance of the world. And it is also to say that God is real and
therefore hope is not an illusion.

If God exists then life has a purpose. If evil exists then we have not yet achieved
that purpose. Until then we must travel: lech lecha – like Abraham and Sarah
travelled and as Jews have travelled ever since – el ha’aretz asher are’eka – to the
land which I will show you – which is always just over the horizon which is always
not quite yet.

R Jonathan Sacks.

I will insist the Hebrews have [contributed] more to civilize men than any other
nation. If I was an atheist and believed in blind eternal fate, I should still believe
that fate had ordained the Jews to be the most essential instrument for civilizing
the nations... They are the most glorious nation that ever inhabited this Earth. The
Romans and their empire were but a bubble in comparison to the Jews. They have
given religion to three-quarters of the globe and have influenced the a�airs of
mankindmore andmore happily than any other nation, ancient or modern.

John Adams, Letter to F. A. Van der Kemp.

That is why the most profound statement of faith of all time, Psalm 23, is lo ira ra,
ki ata imadi, “I will fear no evil for Thou art with me.” That is all faith is. Very
simple. That is why we call marriage in Judaism kiddushin, sanctification. When a
chatan [groom] stands under a chupah [marriage canopy] and says harei at
mekudeshet li, “Behold you are betrothed to me” – that is what God said to
humanity and what He later said to Israel, “Behold you are betrothed to Me.”

Rabbi Sacks
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https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.23?lang=he-en&utm_source=rabbisacks.org&utm_medium=sefaria_linker

