Source sheet for Exclusivism in Jewish texts and traditions

1.

God, Israel and the other nations
(i) Rabbi Dr Alan Brill Seton Hall University

Many Nations Under God: Judaism and Other Religions

“Does Judaism have a theology of other religions? Emphatically, yes. Judaism has a
wide range of texts that offer thoughts on other religions... As a prelude to encountering
other religions, Orthodox Jews need to learn to kick the secularization habit, viewing the
outside world as secular. The same forces that allowed the upswing of Orthodox Judaism
during the last decades also led to the rise of Christian, Islamic and Hindu
traditionalism...”

“Exclusivism [my emphasis], states that one's own community, tradition, and encounter
with God comprise the one and only exclusive truth; all other claims on encountering God
are, a priori, false.

Pluralism takes the opposite position, accepting that no one tradition can claim to
possess the singular truth. All group's beliefs and practices are equally valid.

Inclusivism situates itself between these two extremes, where one acknowledges that
many communities possess their own traditions and truths, but maintains the importance
of one’s comprehension as culminating, or subsuming other truths. One's own group
possesses the truth; other religious groups contain parts of the truth.

Universalism postulates a universal monotheism; it was widely taught by medieval
Jewish philosophers who postulated a common Neo-platonic or Aristotelian truth to all
religions.”

The exclusivist texts include Toledot Yeshu, Kalir, Rashi, Abraham bar Hiyya, Naftali Zevi
Berlin, Zvi Yehudah Kook, Luria, Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto, and Tanya.

Inclusivist texts include: Halevi, Maimonides, Abarbanel, Emden, Hirsch, Kook, Philo,
Kimhi, Gikkitilla, Adret, Arama, and Seforno.

Universalist texts include: Saadyah, Ibn Garibol, Ibn Ezra, Maimonidean commentators,
Immanuel of Rome, Nathanel ibn Fayumi, Mendelssohn, Israel Lipschutz, Luzzatto,
Mendel Hirsch, Menashe ben Israel, Elijah Benamozegh, Henry Pereira Mendes, Joseph
Hertz.

(i) Book by the author on the subject: Judaism and Other Religions: Models of
Understanding New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010; See preview of the work by
the author including the above extract hosted on the Jewish Ideas website owned
by Rabbi Marc Angel: https://www.jewishideas.org/article/many-nations-under-
god-judaism-and-other-religions

Are there any pluralists among Jewish authors of theological texts and reflections on
religion?

Yes. Brill maintains that inclusivist and universalist thought is precedent to pluralism and
that the following modern Jewish thinkers (not an exhaustive list) offer the following
pluralist viewpoints:

Epistemological - Jonathan Sacks

Ethical - Raphael Jospe



Philosophical - Elliot Dorff

Mystical - Zalman Shachter-Shlomi

Various — David Hartman

Brill points out that none of these started out as a pluralist but arrived there from a starting
point in one of the other approaches.

Hartman, Sacks — why revelation and therefore truth is fragmentary —

The epistemological approach maintains that there is a limit to human knowledge and
therefore we must accept “reality of truth of different religions” (Brill, p.130)
Specifically, Brill comments that Sacks “seeks to defend differences in a world of absolutes”
and “nods in the direction of moral and epistemological pluralism”.

Does he do this? Sacksgate, the crises sparked by Jonathan’s viewpoints in the annus
horibilis of 2001. The Guardian articles, the Dignity of Difference.

Jonathan Sacks, Dignity of Difference, 2001

In this book, Sacks declared:

While discussing extremism on p.19: Judaism, Christianity and Islam are religions of
revelation — faiths in which God speaks and we attempt to listen.

“God is universal, religions are particular...In the course of history, God has spoken to
mankind in many languages: through Judaism to Jews, Christianity to Christians, Islam to
Muslims. Only such a God is truly transcendental, greater not only than the natural world,
but also than the spiritual universal articulated in any single faith, any specific language of
human sensibility” p.55

Sacks’ point: Anyone can believe that God is universal, if he exists at all, but one can only
believe that He is transcendental to everything if he is accepted as expressing himself
through every language or articulation i.e. religion through which people perceive him.

However, Sacks then differentiates between universalist and relativist truth:
“This means that religious truth is not universal. What it does not mean is that it is
relative.”.

So: Sacks takes care to defend the requirement of each religion to accept the absolutes of its
own teachings, and defends also that presumption that each of these is not less true one
than the other just because they command different loyalties. It is the acquiescence of Sacks
to the truths of Christianity and Islam and his refusal to relativise them against one absolute
truth, that of Judaism, and the Sinaic revelation that earned him an appearance before ab
inquisition in Manchester. The convocation was summoned by the then, and current rabbi of
Holy Law synagogue in Prestwich, Rabbi Yosef Chazan and the panel was attended by,
amongst others, Dayan Chanoch Ehrentreu, then the Av Beth Din of the Beth Din of the
Court of the Chief Rabbi. The position of the Manchester panel which interrogated Sacks was
undoubtedly exclusivist and certainly objected to Sacks’ apparent pluralism, and so they
insisted on a reprint of his book, censoring out those sections which they considered
offensive to (Orthodox) Jewish beliefs. Sacks publicly recanted but privately remained
resolute about his affirmations, claiming that his opinion reflected the views of Maimonides.



3. Isthere particular sensitivity about Torah and Revelation as the only truths in the Jewish
exclusivist approach? Is it connected to election?

(1) Deuteronomy 10:15

150nly the LORD had a delight in thy fathers to love them, and He chose their seed after
them, even you, above all peoples, as it is this day. 16 Circumcise therefore the foreskin of
your heart and be no more stiff-necked.

(ii) If covenant determines what is exclusive, what does the Torah say about that?

Breaching the Covenant - Deuteronomy 29:23:

23 even all the nations shall say ‘Wherefore hath the LORD done thus unto this land? what
meaneth the heat of this great anger?’ 24 then men shall say: ‘Because they forsook the
covenant of the LORD, the God of their fathers, which He made with them when He brought
them forth out of the land of Egypt; 25 and went and served other gods, and worshipped
them, gods that they knew not, and that He had not allotted unto them; 26 therefore the
anger of the LORD was kindled against this land, to bring upon it all the curse that is written
in this book.

(i) David Hartman’s approaches —

Hartman A: Two Covenants, one universal, the other particular; this would accommodate the
Maimonidean view that there should be no room for other religions relying on other, alternative
revelations; compare:

(ii) Maimonides — Law of Kings 10:9

“The general principle governing these matters is: They are not to be allowed to originate a new
religion or create mitzvot for themselves based on their own decisions.”

Does this mean that if a people adhere to an already-existing religion they are not transgressing
the injunction against creating a new religion? The Christianity of Paul could be seen to cast
Jesus as a preacher for Noahidism. Islam recasts all faith as an Islam, a submission to God, and
only individuals convert themselves from the original faith (Islam) to another individual religion
e.g. Judaism or Christianity.

(iii) Hartman B: “Revelation...was not meant to be a source of absolute, eternal and
transcendental truth. Rather, it is God’s speaking to human beings within the limited
framework of human language and history”. For Hartman A, religion follows a God to
Man vector; for Hartman B religion follows a God to Man vector. Furthermore, Hartman
sees individual religions not as alternative truths but how each religion creates its own
understanding of the divine.

(iv) Do Classical Jewish texts relate to the concept of Man searching for and identifying God?
The God of Abraham, clearly the same God as the God of Moses, even the God
precedent for Moses, was the result of a man to God search, the account of which is
seen by Rabbinic tradition to be edited out of the Torah (Genesis 11:30-12:1):
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Samaritan text: Now the LORD had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from
thy kindred, and from thy father's house, unto a land that I will shew thee.

(v) The sudden address of God to Abram in Genesis 12:1 is unexplained. This gap is filled in
by the narrator of Jubilees, which describes the address of God mentioned in the Torah,
Genesis chapter 12:1 as a response to a question which Abram but to God:

1. And he said, 'Shall I return unto Ur of the Chaldees who seek my face that | may
return to them, am | to remain here in this place? The right path before Thee prosper it
in the hands of Thy servant that he may fulfil (it) and that | may not walk in the
deceitfulness of my heart, O my God.'

2. And he made an end of speaking and praying, and behold the word of the Lord was
sent to him through me, saying: 'Get thee up from thy country, and from thy kindred
and from the house of thy father unto a land which I will show thee, and I shall make
thee a great and numerous nation (Jubilees 12:1-2)

(vi)  Thus, within Jewish texts the first revelation to Abram is not initiated by God
impacting upon man but in response to a prayer. Thus, prophecy or revelation to
the individual is pre-Sinaic, but distinguished from the generation as inferior in
quality to redemptive divine communication with mankind (Exodus 6:2-4):
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Thus, the realisation of the Abrahamic Covenant implies a new and higher level of
Revelation, the transcendence from EIl Shaddai to YHWH. The implied purpose of this is
to prepare to introduce the descendants of Abraham to the land of Canaan.

YHWH implies: Creator

(vi) Does the fact of the release of God’s higher name imply an exclusivist approach to
the spiritual supremacy of the descendants of Abraham, perhaps even more elevated than
Abraham himself, or Noah before him?

Exclusivism is not feasible in an environment which does not insist on the uniqueness of
Judaism over another. Even idolatry, central to the Abrahamic spiritual revolution (Jubilees),
is possibly not an absolute to the Deuteronomist (see 29:23 above under point 3. Breaching
the Covenant). The Midrashist certainly recognises the value in other religions, claiming
idol-worshippers as monotheist as they above in one over-arching God; also, shituf.
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“...when Israel holds sway over the nations of the world, we are forbidden to
tolerate a gentile who worships an alien deity in our midst.” Maimonides, Laws of
Idol Worship 1: 7)

- David Novak, 1999 ‘The Mind of Maimonides’
https://www.firstthings.com/article/1999/02/the-mind-of-maimonides “Maimonides sees
the relation of Islam to Judaism as primarily theoretical. With the strict monotheism
of Islam, Maimonides has no quarrel. Indeed, he could not have formulated his
monotheistic theology if he had not learned his philosophical method for theology
from Muslims. Maimonides finds fault, however, with the practical politics of Muslim
regimes. He considered Islamic ethics and politics to be inferior to their Jewish
counterparts. As much as he possibly could as a second-class citizen in a Muslim
society, Maimonides expressed his displeasure with the decided lack of virtue in the
way Muslims rule their societies and relate to one another.”

- Shemoneh Peragim LeHaRambam: 5x%p j2% pRAYS ynoR

(ii) Anti-Exclusivism: the prohibition against showing disrespect to idolatry

Responsum Yad Yehezkel, based on Zohar, that idolatry operates in ultimate service of
God.
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(iii) "After [Jesus] arose the Madman who emulated his precursor [Jesus], since he paved
the way for him. But he added the further objective of procuring rule and submission
[talb al-mulk; pursuit of sovereignty] and he invented what was well known [Islam]."«

(Maimonides - iggeret Teiman)

(iv) Maimonides: Laws of Kings, Laws 11:10-12 (Capach Edition):

“...Can there be a greater stumbling block than this (Christianity)? That all the
prophets spoke that the Messiah will redeem Israel and save them, and gather
their dispersed and strengthen their Mitzvot, and this (one, i.e., Jesus) caused the
Jews to be destroyed by the sword, and scattered their remnants and humbled
them, and exchanged the Torah, and caused the majority of the world to err to
serve a god other than the Lord. Nevertheless, the thoughts of the Creator of the
world are not within the power of man to reach them, ‘for our ways are not His
ways, nor are our thoughts His thoughts.” And all these matters of Jesus of
Nazareth and that of the Ishmaelite who arose after him are only to straighten the
way of the king Messiah and to fix the entire world, to serve God as one, as it is
stated (Zephaniah 3:9), "For then | will turn to the peoples (into) clear speech, to
all call in the name of G-d and serve Him unanimously. How (will this come
about)? The entire world has already become filled with the mention of the
Messiah, with words of Torah and words of mitzvos and these matters have
spread to the furthermost isles, to many nations of uncircumcised hearts, and
they discuss these matters and the mitzvot of the Torah. Some say: "These
mitzvoth are true but were already nullified in the present age and are not
applicable for all time." Others say: "Hidden matters are in them (mitzvos) and
they are not to be taken literally, and the messiah has already come and revealed
their hidden (meanings). And when the true Messiah stands, and he is successful
and is raised and exalted, immediately they all will retract and will know that
fallacy they inherited from their fathers, and that their prophets and fathers
caused them to err.”
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