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What is Religion?
 Religion addresses the human need to seek

answers to the mysteries of existence.
 Religion helps people to face the unknown, to find the
meaning of life, to deal with pain and suffering.
 Diverse societies created different ways to understand
life, to explain it and its origins, and to relate to it.
 This process probably goes as far back as sentient
human beings, as evidence from cave-paintings many
thousands of years old suggest.

Why Jews don’t use BC and AD.
 The secular calendar commonly used around the world

is based on the Christian counting of time.
 In this system, time is divided into two – that which
came before the birth of Jesus, and that which comes
after. Not surprisingly, Jews prefer not to use this
system. We use a similar system with different names.
 Instead of BC (Before Christ), we use the term ‘Before
the Common Era (BCE). The years are the same.
 Instead of AD (Anno Domini – the ‘Year of our Lord’)
we use Common Era (CE). So 2010 AD is 2010 CE.

Abraham and Sarah
 The story of Abraham and Sarah is dated to nearly

4000 years ago (around 1800 BCE).
 Abraham and Sarah mark the beginning of the
distinctive Jewish story within history.
 They came from Mesopotamia, the area of the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers that came to be called ‘The
Fertile Crescent’. This comprised much of today’s
‘Middle East’ which includes Iraq and Iran and some of
Turkey and sweeps down the coast including Syria,
Lebanon, Israel and Egypt (see next slide).

The Fertile Crescent
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A time of many gods
 Sumerians, Egyptians, Phoenicians, Akkadians,

Chaldeans – leading societies of their time, using
trade, money, shipping, dying, jewellery, irrigation,
and technology, as usual, driven by warfare – but also
developing art, music, culture, laws, calendars, maps –
and ways to record information - the start of writing.
 Each had religious systems – and each had many gods.
 The revolutionary concept accorded to Abraham
was that there is only One God – the Single Power of
the entire creation.

THE ONE GOD
 Even Abraham and certainly the Torah as a whole

refers to God with various names (eg: the third word of
the Torah; ‘To start, God created the heavens and the
earth… the word used there for God is ‘Elohim’) Gen.1:1
 God’s most ‘intimate, personal name’ is written:
 This four letter name is known as the ‘Tetragrammaton’
 The letter sounds are Y-H-V-H. We no longer know how to

pronounce the name (Some Christians think it is Jehovah).
 When we see this name in Hebrew, we substitute ‘Adonai’.

Protecting God’s names
All God’s names, especially this most personal
name (read ‘Adonai’), are considered holy and special.
 The third of the ten commandments says ‘you shall
not take God’s name in vain’ (use upper case G in God)
 Therefore some orthodox Jews even avoid saying
‘Adonai’ except in prayer, and use further substitutes
such as ‘Ado-shem’ or ‘HaShem’ (THE name).
 Some even go as far as protecting the English word
‘God’ by writing ‘G-d’. Progressive Judaism (and some
orthodox authorities) find all this quite unnecessary.


Translating God’s Name
 The substitute ‘Adonai’ comes from the root ‘Lord’ and

so has usually been translated as ‘Lord’ in English.
 For a movement like ours, committed to equality,
‘Lord’ has unacceptable masculine as well as power
relationship problems.
 We look at the tetragrammaton Y-H-V-H and see the
verb ‘to be’ in past, present and future tenses, so the
name has a suggestion of ‘always-ness’ – permanence.
 Therefore, we now try to use ‘Eternal’ or ‘Eternal One’
in Progressive translations, avoiding gendered terms.

Other names for God
 We mentioned the first word used in the Torah;

‘Elohim’. A shortened form of that word, ‘El’ is also
used;. El means ‘God’ and is sometimes found in other
combinations such as ‘El-Elyon’ (God on high).
 Other descriptive terms are also used to name God,
such as ‘Melech’ (Sovereign), ‘Tzur’ (rock), ‘HaMakom’ (the place), ‘Dayan’ (Judge) and ‘Av’ (Parent).
 In the mystical tradition of the Kabbalah, God is
known as ‘Ein Sof’ (Infinite, Without End).

God is beyond gender
 The previous names all seem to be masculine in origin.






There are others which have a feminine origin or
connection: ‘El-Shadai’ (God the nurturer? because Shadai
seems to derive from breast).
‘Shadai’ is sometimes used on its own – the first letter
(Shin) being used on the ‘mezuza’, and by the priests of old.
‘Ha-Rachamim’ (Merciful One) derives from ‘womb’.
‘Sh’china’ (Presence) is used to indicate God’s protective,
nurturing love, and is a feminine noun.
So in Hebrew, which has no neuter, some names have
masculine and some feminine origins. In translations we
take care to avoid gender, eg. saying ‘God’ in place of ‘He’.

Monotheism
 Not only did Abraham identify that God was the one

all-knowing Power of the Universe, but also that
‘There are no other Gods’ (2nd commandment; ‘You
shall have no other Gods besides me).
 The idols, powers and deities that the people around
him worshipped were false. The were all inanimate
and had no power or authority. Those who worshipped
them were pagans (these ‘gods’ have a lower case ‘g’!)
 This concept of ONE, ethical power of the universe is
the start of Monotheism and the start of Judaism.

Faith in God
 Judaism begins with an assumption, or with the faith,

that there is a power in the universe far greater than
humanity.
 Many scientists believe in God, just as many do not!
That well-known Jewish scientist Albert Einstein
famously said ‘God does not play dice with the
universe’, indicating that the laws of nature and
physics which govern the world did not just ‘happen’.
 Of course Judaism is also a people – not all the people
share a similar belief in God – but they are still Jews!

The SH’MA

Sh’ma Yisrael
 The central declaration of faith in the Jewish religion is






known as the ‘Sh’ma’ (page 64 in Mishkan T’filah),
traditionally said every evening and every morning:
Sh’ma Yisrael, Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai Echad!
A prayer is addressed to God. Sh’ma is not a prayer but a
Statement of Faith – addressed to the Jewish people:
Hear, O Israel (Jewish people), the Eternal One is our
God, the Eternal God is One!
This verse is Deuteronomy 6:4, the first phrase of the
complete ‘Sh’ma’, which comprises 3 biblical passages
and can be found on pages 64-68 of Mishkan T’filah.

Content of the Sh’ma
 Listen up, you Jews – pay attention!
 ‘The Eternal One’ (God’s personal name) is our God
 ‘The Eternal One’ is One, the only God, unique, God

alone, and ‘The One God’ cannot be divided into parts.
 The response ‘Baruch shem kavod malchuto l’olam va’ed’
(Blessed is God’s glorious majesty forever and ever) is a
rabbinic insert and is often said more quietly.
 The remainder of the first paragraph of the Sh’ma (page 66
in Mishkan T’filah) reminds us to love God with our heart,
soul and might, teach our children; and to make reminders,
for example by writing on our door-posts (mezuzah).

Second and third paragraphs
 Progressive prayer books have often omitted the second

paragraph (page 66 of Mishkan T’filah), because it starts
with a very direct promise of reward and punishment
related to obeying the commandments, which many find
naïve and problematic. We reject the equation that God
causes drought (or for that matter tsunamis or
holocausts) as direct punishment for wrongdoing.
 The third and final paragraph (page 68 of Mishkan
T’filah) describes another way to remember the mitzvot–
the prayer fringes of the tallit, and concludes with the
reminder that it was God who brought us out of Egypt.

An Evolving Relationship
 Jewish views and understandings of God are constantly

growing and developing, for, even though God is
constant, human insight and understanding of every
field; science, history, psychology, continue to develop.
 The first blessing of the T’filah, the central collection
of blessings traditionally said in the evening, morning
and afternoon, acknowledges that the God to whom
we direct our prayer is the same God that our ancestors
knew. Yet it says ‘God of Abraham, God of Isaac and
God of Jacob, God of Sarah, God of Rebecca, God of
Rachel and God of Leah’ (page 76, MT). Each person
and each generation experience God differently.

Three Torah Scrolls
at the Leo Baeck Centre

TORAH
 Hebrew has a limited vocabulary; this may be why so many

words in Judaism are used in several ways. You need to
make sure you are understanding the same meaning as the
author intends when reading, or that others are using if you
are engaged in a conversation!
 The primary meaning of ‘Torah’ is the ‘Pentateuch’ (the
five books), often though inaccurately also called ‘The Five
Books of Moses’ (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and
Deuteronomy).
 Torah can also mean the entire Hebrew bible (properly
known as ‘T’nach’, about 39 books as usually divided).
 It can even mean ‘all of Jewish learning’ (usually orthodox)

Universal to Particular
 Genesis starts with the creation stories. These are

legends about how the world came to be the way our
ancestors knew it: The Creation of the Universe (the
natural world), Adam and Eve (Humanity), Noah and
the Flood (Destruction of the wicked), the Tower of
Babel (the ‘Zigurats, worship and technology of
Babylon, and the explanation of multiple languages).
 After the universal scene setting, the story focusses on
one particular family – Avram and Sarai who become
Abraham and Sarah, and start ‘the Jewish story’.

Covenant of Faith
 Torah records the encounter between Abraham and

God which results in the Covenant of Faith.
 The family develops through Isaac and Rebeccah,
Jacob and his two wives Rachel and Leah and two
handmaids Bilhah and Zilpah, and their thirteen
children, the twelve sons from which the Twelve
Tribes of Israel (the Israelites) are established.
 Famine leads them to Egypt, and eventually God
brings them out, lead by Moses (The Exodus)
 They spend forty years in the desert, where they
experience the Revelation of Torah at Mount Sinai.

Mitzvot - Commandments
 Torah records many ethical commandments

(mitzvot) which provide moral values and standards of
behaviour by which the people should live.
 Many ritual commandments are also recorded –
ways to ensure that the ethical mitzvot are observed.
 Commandments raise ordinary acts such as
slaughtering animals and eating to acts of holiness.
 Torah also establishes special days in the week
(Shabbat) and seasons (Pesach, Sukkot, Day to blow
the Shofar) which creates a holy time frame in the year.

ISRAEL

ISRAEL – struggling with God
 The word ‘Israel’ first appears in our story when Jacob

is renamed ‘Israel’ in Genesis 32:29.
 Jacob is anxious about meeting his estranged brother
after many years, and has an experience with an angel
(his conscience?) where they have a protracted fight.
As the dawn of the day of meeting breaks, the angel
says ‘You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for
you have struggled with God and man, and prevailed.’
 Israel – in Hebrew ‘Yisra’El’, is ‘one who struggles with
God’. Israel’s task is to struggle to find what God wants
– what is the right thing to do in any given situation.

ISRAEL - people
 Like ‘Torah’, ‘Israel’ is used in quite different ways.
 In chronological order, these are:
 Jacob is renamed ‘Israel’ (Genesis 32:29)
 Jacob’s twelve sons are therefore ‘the sons of Israel’. The

suffix ‘ites’ means ‘sons of’ – hence ‘Israelites’.
 The Israelites develop into ‘The Jewish people’, so
‘Israel’ is often used to mean ‘Jewish people’ as in
‘Sh’ma Yisrael’ (‘listen up, you Jews’!).

ISRAEL - land
 When the Israelites conquered the land of Canaan, we

now use the general term ‘Eretz Yisrael’ (the Land of
Israel), though it was divided into tribal named areas.
 After King Solomon died, the land was formally
divided into two kingdoms, the Southern being ‘Judah’
and the Northern being ‘Israel’ (930. BCE). It was
destroyed by Assyria about 210 years later (720 BCE).
 In 1948 a new Jewish State was established on the land
after nearly 2000 years. It was named ‘The State of
Israel’.

ISRAEL – a relationship
 For nearly two thousand years (Judea was destroyed in

70 CE and the State of Israel was established in 1948,
1878 years later), Judaism survived without its land.
 The political movement of Zionism and the
establishment of the state caused a variety of
responses in the Jewish world. The amazing story of
the State of Israel since then has also divided opinions.
 What is clear is that the existence of a Jewish State is
intrinsically linked to Judaism today - all Jews should
develop a relationship and seek to understand Israel.
Most are neither fully in agreement nor fully against its
actions, but share pride as well as anxiety about Israel.

Conclusion
 Judaism is built on three central pillars: GOD, TORAH

AND ISRAEL.
 To understand Judaism, you will need to develop a
good understanding of each of these – and each of
them are understood in a wide and complex variety of
ways, as you would expect of a tradition that spans
nearly 4000 years and very many cultures and places.
 There are no simple, one liner, answers. Your own,
informed conclusions may be as valid as other people’s.
 We never stop learning and developing – so what you
understand, believe and ‘know’ may change over time.

The end –
of the
beginning!
We hope you enjoyed
this trial session and
would like to continue
with the seven full
units (30 sessions) of
‘On-Line Introduction
to Judaism’ course –
pjv.org.au
(by the way, this is Hobart, the
oldest synagogue in Australia).

