Reading/Study Questions:  Judaism Chapter 8
An Overview of Jewish History

1.  Why is the destruction of the Second Temple of Jerusalem a pivotal point in studying Jewish history?

2.  What are the two periods that subdivide the time before the destruction of the Second Temple?

3.  What are the two periods that subdivide the time after that destruction?
The Hebrew Bible   (“…is not a history book in the modern sense; it presents instead what might better be called sacred history.”)
4.  Name the three sections of the Hebrew Bible and briefly note the content of each.

5.  What is the scholarly view regarding the exactness of the historical record depicted in the Hebrew Bible?   
Biblical History

In the Beginning:  Stories of Origins
6.  Describe the key points made in the first story of origin.

7.  Describe the highlights of the second origin account.

8.  Who were Adam and Eve’s children and what is notable about them?

9.  Be able to retell the story of the Great Flood.

10.  What was the purpose of the tower of Babel and what does the story explain?

11.  What evidence in the scriptural text indicates the first eleven chapters of Genesis serve a non-historical, symbolic purpose?

The World of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs

You should know these stories of Abraham, Isaac and Joseph—if for no other reason because you cannot fully understand and/or appreciate Western art in all its forms without such knowledge.  
Moses and the Law

Know the story of Moses from birth through Exodus.

12.  What is the case for the earliest Hebrews being polytheist in outlook?

13.   Describe the views of God in the two traditions in the Torah.

14.  What is the meaning of a covenant? 

15. What is the general content of the Books of Numbers and Deuteronomy

16.  When Moses encounters God on Mount Sinai, he returns to his people not with an explanation of God or the universe but with ethical precepts or rules for living, setting the strong moral orientation of Judaism.  The most fundamental of these are the Ten Commandments (the Jews do not find a mere ten commandments but rather 613 commandments given by God to them in the Torah). All quizzes on religious literacy require stating the Ten Commandments.  Make that list below:
The Judges and Kings

17.  What was the role of a judge in the time of Moses?

18.  For what is King David noted?

19.  What were the accomplishments of King Solomon?

20.  What caused the division of the kingdom after King Solomon’s death?

**Many consider the period of the prophets to be the high point of Judaism. Your text fails to acknowledge this important point:  The message of the prophets was basically this:  God has high standards for his people.  He will not allow a nation (Israel) to succeed if it does not manifest social justice.  Social justice is an idea that comes to us from the Hebrew prophets, and it has been one of the most powerful cultural ideas in the West.  It is one of those profound contributions that Judaism makes which informs Western culture.
21.  How did one typically become a prophet?

22.  How did prophets usually explain political losses?

The northern kingdom was taken over by___________________ in ________________.

The southern kingdom was taken over by___________________ in ________________.

Exile and Captivity

23.  What significant changes occurred with the exile in Babylonia?

Return to Jerusalem
24.  Why were the Jews allowed to return?

25.  Accomplishments of the Second Temple period?
Cultural Conflict during the Second-Temple Era

Note the political realities Israel faced and attractions and achievements of Hellenism.
Responses to Outside Influences

25.  What were the views and concern of each group?

Sadducees

Pharisees

Zealots

Essenes

26.  What has been the significance of the Dead Sea Scrolls?
The Development of Rabbinical Judaism

27.  Describe the two major effects of the destruction of the Jerusalem.
The Canon of Scripture and the Talmud

28. How does tradition describe the events that established the Hebrew Scriptures?

29.  What are some of the interpretative works that came after the formation of the canon?

Islam and Medieval Judaism

30.  Why did Islam treat Jews with tolerance in the medieval period?

The Kabbalah
This is a word you often hear—so pay attention to this discussion of the Jewish mystical tradition.
Christianity and Medieval Judaism

31.  Why did Christians persecute Jews?

32.  Describe the restrictions imposed on Jews in medieval Europe

Questioning and Reform

33.  What were some of the Renaissance developments that affected both Christianity and Judaism?

34.  What was the emphasis of Hasidism?

35.  What did those who stressed modernization advocate?

Judaism and the Modern World

36.  What were some of the major persecution-driven migrations of Jews before WW II?

37.  What were Hitler’s beliefs concerning racial classes and conspiracy theories.
38.  Review the scope of the Holocaust.

39.  What factors contributed to the creation of the state of Israel?

Jewish Belief

40. What does it mean of human beings to be created in God’s image?

41.  How have Jews understood their special role among human beings?

Your text lists the set of beliefs formulated by the medieval scholar Maimonides over 800 years ago.  It would be a mistake to think that this list reflects the beliefs of most modern Jews.  In fact, there is little if anything that one has to believe to be Jewish. 
Religious Practice

42.  It is often said that Judiasm is more orthopraxy than orthodoxy. What is meant by this statement? 

43.  What is the goal of all laws by which Jews live?

The Jewish Sabbath

44.  What is its purpose?

45.  When and how is it observed?

Holy Days

These are the holidays and holy days you should know:

Rosh Hashanah

Yom Kippur

Hanukkah

Passover

Bar/bat mitzvah

Jewish Dietary Practices

46.  What is kosher food?

47.  What are some of the dietary restrictions and practices?

Divisions within Contemporary Judaism

Culturally-based

Be familiar with the terms Sephardic, Ashkenazic, and Yiddish

Observance-based

48.  What are the defining characteristics of each of the divisions? 

        Orthodox

        Conservative      

        Reform

       Reconstructionist

The Contributions of Judaism 

The contributions of Judaism to Western culture are hard to overstate.  In a real sense Western civilization is Jewish civilization.  The distinctive ideas of the Jews informed (formed the infrastructure) the culture that developed in the West.  Their understanding of their God, his role in the creation of the universe, the nature of the universe, time, history, and man’s role and duty in the world became the foundation for Western culture.  And their contributions have continued down to the present. They are a small group; Jews constitute less than .5% of the population, but their impact is far out of proportion to their numbers. 

The new edition of our text (5th) left out one of the last sections from previous versions, entitled “The Contributions of Judaism.”   I am reproducing an abbreviated version below because it seems a serious omission.

Judaism’s unique contributions to civilization are products of the Jewish view of life. Although post biblical Judaism embraced the belief in a resurrection of the dead who had lived holy lives, the focus of Judaism has been primarily the importance of loving—and contributing to—this world.  As described in the Book of Genesis, the world has not only been created by God but is also the object of his admiration, and human beings, as important part of God’s plan, are of unique value.  Just as when God speaks, acts, and gives form to the universe, human beings imitate him when they shape the world and better it.  

     The emphasis on living fully in the world has shaped the ways in which members of the Jewish faith achieve fulfillment.  Jewish culture values the following:

Individuality and independence

The body, medicine, and medical care

Marriage, family life, and children

Psychology, psychotherapy, and counseling

Education, books, journalism, and debate

Economics, business and finance

Law and social justice

Philanthropy and social contribution

Comedy and humor

Musical composition

As a consequence, prestige in the Jewish community has attached itself historically to vocations that express the preceding values—physician, professor, scientist, writer, merchant, manufacturer, musician, entertainer, producer, comedian, lawyer, and counselor.

 Several vocations are represented less frequently by Jews, either for religious reasons or because of past social restrictions.  For example, until recent times the label “Jewish artist” was almost a contradiction in terms.  We might recall that one of the Ten Commandments forbids the making of human and animal images.  Although this commandment has not always been interpreted strictly (and some examples of religious Jewish image making do exist), the visual fine arts in general were not thought of as appropriate forms of religious expression for devout Jews.  


 Until the past century, however, artistic instincts generally have been channeled into other paths, such as music and architecture.  We should, though, be aware of the artistry that exists in the images, records of visions and patterns of sound to be found in Jewish religious literature and poetry.

 Although Jews are a small minority in every country except Israel, their achievements on the world stage, especially over the past two centuries, have been exceptional.  Jews often feel a justifiable pride in their contributions in many areas.  (The number of Jewish Nobel Prize winners would illustrate their how exceptional their contributions have been.)

Philosophy was enriched by the thought of Martin Buber (1878-1965) whose book I and Thou has become one of the seminal works of modern thought.  In it, Buber described the “I-Thou” relationship with someone or something in the world as a relationship of openness and dialogue.  Buber held that in every I-Thou relationship in the world, the divine is encountered.  Buber also pointed scholarly attention to mysticism and Hasidic wisdom though his anthologies of Hasidic stories. 

Many great Jewish authors have contributed to literature:  Saul Bellow (1915-2005), Elie Wiesel (b. 1928), Chaim Potok (1929-2002), and Isaac Bashevis Singer (1904-1991), to name just a few.  Their themes have often been religious—spiritual self-discovery, individuality in interplay with religious tradition, and the Jewish response to the Holocaust.  The complexity of life in Israel and the difficult relationship between Israelis and Palestinians are topics explored by many current Israeli writes, such as A. B. Yehoshua (b. 1936) and David Grossman (b. 1954).

The fairly new discipline of psychology owes its advancement to the great work of people of Jewish background, such as Sigmund Freud, Abraham Maslow, and Viktor Frankl. (The striking examples of dream analysis in the Books of Genesis and Daniel are ancient precursors to psychoanalysis.) All three thinkers concerned themselves with the role of religion—Freud being quite skeptical, but Maslow and Frankl seeing the significance of religion in bringing essential meaning to human life.

In recent times, classical music has been particularly enriched by notable Jewish composers who have brought an explicitly religious dimension to their music.  For example, Leonard Bernstein, although best known for his secular musical West Side Story, also created serious works on explicitly Jewish themes—such as his Jeremiah Symphony, his Chichester Psalms, and his Kaddish Symphony, which is a disturbing memorial to an ancient, dying God.

 The image making restrictions that discouraged the development of Jewish painting began to weaken for some artists in the late nineteenth century.  Marc Chagall (18878-1985) had to leave his small hometown in Russia in order to learn to paint, but in his imagination he re-created the Jewish world he had left behind.  His paintings are full of the Jewish figures he learned about in childhood—angels, rabbis, Jewish violinists, Jewish brides and grooms.

 Possibly the most important influence of Jewish values on world culture over the past one hundred years has come through film. (The traditional prohibition against making human images was not interpreted by modern Jews to extend to the filming of people.) In California, the film industry was built up largely by men of Ashkenazic background, whose Orthodox parents and grandparents had emigrated from Europe.  It is significant that The Jazz Singer (1927), the first successful talking film, is a story of a young Jewish man eager to make a career singing popular songs.  To do this, he must oppose his own father, a cantor in a synagogue who wants his son to have the same career as he.  The story epitomizes the struggle in the life of every young Jewish man of the time:  to live a traditional life in a Jewish world or to find a new style of life within the secular world.  (The story is so powerful that it has been remade several times.  The first version featured Al Jolson and another, Heal Diamond.  The last and possibly best version was a segment of The Simpsons, in which the character Kursty, a clown, is at last accepted by his father Rabbi Krustowsky.)  The advent of the talking film opened up a whole new area for development—the written, sung, and spoken  word of film—and unleashed the potential of scriptwriters, songwriters, lyricists, and comedians, many of whom were and are of Jewish background.  They brought into their work the traditional Jewish values, particularly the love of home and family, of words and books, of humor and song.     Similar talent at writing and entertaining was continued with the arrival of television.

Michael Molloy, Experiencing the World’s Religions, 4th Edition, pages 342-345

49.  Describe some of the values embraced by Jewish culture.

50.  List some of their contributions to philosophy, literature, psychology, and music.
51.  What has been the Jewish contribution to the film industry?

52.  Why do you think so many comedians are Jewish? (Not discussed in chapter—just your ideas.)
Eco-Judaism (box feature p 336)
53. How are Jewish values related to environmentalism?
Jewish Identity and the Future of Judaism

Most of the people who self-identify as Jewish are not religious Jews; they do not attend synagog services and are not observant. They are cultural Jews. (Just as many others might be considered cultural Christians.)
54. Explain the difficulty in defining Jewish identity.
