What a Jew Believes - Practicing Faith in a Skeptical World
Session 2

"The Jewish People - Chosen - But Why? And for what?"

Part One - Jewish Survival as a proof of God’s existence?
“There is no greater sign and proof than our survival of nearly two thousand years
of Exile. The only reason for our survival is because of Hashem’s Hashgacha
(divine providence) that is not removed from us even for a moment like a father
who watches over his only child and chastises him for the latter’s benefit.”
1. Aruch Hashulchan (Orach Chaim 1:10)
It is certain that in certain parts of the world we can see a peculiar people,
separated from the other peoples of the world, and this is called the Jewish
people… This people is not only of remarkable antiquity but has also lasted for a
singularly long time… For whereas the peoples of Greece and Italy, of Sparta,
Athens and Rome, and others who came so much later have perished so long ago,
these still exist, despite the efforts of so many powerful kings who have tried a
hundred times to wipe them out, as their historians testify, and as can easily be
judged by the natural order of things over such a long spell of years. They have
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always been preserved, however, and their preservation was foretold… My
encounter with his people amazes me.
2. Blaise Pascal
שׁ ֶמשׁ֙ ְלא֣וֹר יוֹ ָמ֔ם ֻחקֹּ֛ת יָ ֵר֥ ַח וְכוֹ ָכ ִב֖ים ְלא֣וֹר ָל֑יְָלה רַֹג֤ע ַהיָּם֙ וַיֶּ ֱהמ֣וּ ַג ָלּ֔יו יְהוָ֥ה ְצ ָבא֖וֹת
֙ ֶ כֹּ֣ה ׀ אָ ַמ֣ר ה’ נֵֹת֥ן
ְשׁ ֽמוֹ׃
Thus said the LORD, Who established the sun for light by day, The laws of moon
and stars for light by night, Who stirs up the sea into roaring waves, Whose name
is LORD of Hosts:
ִשׁ ְבּת֗וּ ִֽמ ְהי֥וֹת גּ֛וֹי ְל ָפנַ֖י ָכּל־ ַהיָּ ִֽמים׃ )ס
ְ ִשׂ ָר ֵא֜ל י
ְ ִאם־יָ ֻמ֜שׁוּ ַה ֻח ִקּ֥ים ָה ֵא֛ ֶלּה ִמ ְלּ ָפנַ֖י נְ ֻאם־ה’ ַגּם֩ זֶ֨ ַרע י
If these laws should ever be annulled by Me —declares the LORD— Only then
would the offspring of Israel cease To be a nation before Me for all time.
3. Jeremiah 31, 35-36
֑יך וַ ֲה ֵשׁבָֹ ֙ת ֶאל־ ְל ָב ֶב ָ֔ך
ָ ֶ֜יך ָכּל־ ַה ְדּ ָב ִר֣ים ָה ֵא֗ ֶלּה ַה ְבּ ָר ָכה֙ וְ ַה ְקּ ָל ָל֔ה ֲא ֶשׁ֥ר נָ ַ ֖ת ִתּי ְל ָפנ
ָ וְ ָהיָה֩ ִֽכי־יָבֹ֨אוּ ָע ֶל
ֹ
ֹ
קיך֙ וְ ָשׁ ַמ ְע ָ ֣תּ ְבקֹל֔וֹ ְכּכֹ֛ל ֲא ֶשׁר־אָנִֹכ֥י ְמ ַצוְּ ָ ֖ך ַהיּ֑וֹם
ָ ְבּ ָכל־ ַהגּוֹיִ֔ם ֲא ֶשׁ֧ר ִה ִדּי ֲח ָ ֛ך ה’ ֱאל
ָ קיך ָֽשׁ ָמּה׃ וְ ַשׁ ְב ָ ֞תּ ַעד־ה’ ֱאל
ֹ
ת־שׁבוּ ְת ָך֖ וְ ִר ֲח ֶמ ָ֑ך וְ ָשׁ֗ב וְ ִק ֶבּ ְצ ָ ֙ך ִמ ָכּל־ ָה֣ ַע ִמּ֔ים ֲא ֶשׁ֧ר
ְ קיך֙ ֶא
ָ ֔יך ְבּ ָכל־ ְל ָב ְב ָ ֖ך וּ ְב ָכל־נַ ְפ ֶֽשׁ ָך׃ וְ ָשׁ֨ב ה’ ֱאל
ָ ֶאַ ָתּ֣ה וּ ָבנ
ֹ
ֹ
ִקּ ֶֽח ָך׃
֙ ָ ְק ֶבּ ְצ ָ ֙ך ה’ ֱאל
֙ ָ ֱה ִֽפי ְצ ָך֛ ה’ ֱאל
ָ קיך וּמ
ָ ִק ֵצ֣ה ַה ָשּׁ ָמ֑יִם מ
ַ ִשּׁ֗ם י
ָ ִשּׁ֖ם י
ְ קיך ָֽשׁ ָמּה ׃ ִאם־יִ ְהיֶ֥ה נִַֽדּ ֲח ָ ֖ך בּ
When all these things befall you—the blessing and the curse that I have set before
you—and you take them to heart amidst the various nations to which the LORD
your God has banished you, and you return to the LORD your God, and you and
your children heed His command with all your heart and soul, just as I enjoin upon
you this day, then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes and take you
back in love. He will bring you together again from all the peoples where the
LORD your God has scattered you. Even if your outcasts are at the ends of the
world, from there the LORD your God will gather you, from there He will fetch
you.
4. Devarim 30, 1-4
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That which God states here, "So devastated will I leave the land that your
enemies..." constitutes a good tiding, proclaiming that during all our exiles, our
land will not accept our enemies. This is a great proof and assurance for us, for in
the entire inhabited world one cannot find such a good and large land which was
always lived in, and yet is as ruined as it is [today]. For from the time we left it, it
has not accepted any nation or people; they all try to settle it, but to no avail.
5. Nachmanides Commentary on the Torah, Vayikra 26:16
Part Two - Why Did God Choose Us?
֑יך ֶאל־ ָהאָ֖ ֶרץ ֲא ֶשׁ֥ר אַ ְר ֶֽא ָךּ ׃וְ ֶֽא ֶע ְשׂ ָ ֙ך ְלג֣וֹי ָגּד֔וֹל
ָ וַיֹּ֤א ֶמר ה’ ֶאל־אַ ְב ָר֔ם ֶל ְך־ ְל ָך֛ מֵאַ ְר ְצ ָ ֥ך וּ ִמ ֽמּוֹ ַל ְד ְתּ ָ ֖ך וּ ִמ ֵבּ֣ית אָ ִב
ִשׁ ְפּחֹ֥ת ָה ֲא ָד ָֽמה׃
ְ ֔יך וּ ְמ ַק ֶלּ ְל ָך֖ אָאֹ֑ר וְנִ ְב ְרכ֣וּ ְב ָ ֔ך כֹּ֖ל מ
ָ וַ ֲא ָ ֣ב ֶר ְכ ָ ֔ך וַ ֲאַג ְדּ ָל֖ה ְשׁ ֶמ ָ֑ך וֶ ְהיֵ֖ה ְבּ ָר ָֽכה ׃וַ ֲא ָֽב ֲר ָכה֙ ְמ ָב֣ ְר ֶכ
The LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from your father’s
house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, And I will
bless you; I will make your name great, And you shall be a blessing. I will bless
those who bless you And curse him that curses you; And all the families of the
earth Shall bless themselves by you.”
6. Bereishit 12, 1-3
ַשׂ ִדּ֔ים ָל֧ ֶתת ְל ָ ֛ך ֶאת־ ָהאָ֥ ֶרץ ַהזֹּ֖את ְל ִר ְשׁ ָֽתּהּ׃
֙ ָ וַיֹּ֖א ֶמר ֵא ָל֑יו ֲאנִ֣י ה’ ֲא ֶשׁ֤ר הוֹצֵא ִת
ְ ֙יך ֵמא֣וּר כּ
Then He said to him, “I am the LORD who brought you out from Ur of the
Chaldeans to assign this land to you as a possession.”
7. Bereshit 15,7
וּשׁ ַמ ְר ֶתּ֖ם ֶאת־ ְבּ ִרי ִת֑י וִ ְהיִ֨י ֶתם ִל֤י ְסֻג ָלּה֙ ִמ ָכּל־ ָה֣ ַע ִמּ֔ים כִּי־ ִל֖י ָכּל־ ָה ֽאָ ֶרץ
ְ ם־שׁמ֤וֹ ַע ִתּ ְשׁ ְמעוּ֙ ְבּקִֹל֔י
ָ וְ ַע ָתּ֗ה ִא
ִשׂ ָר ֵֽאל׃
ְ ׃וְאַ ֶתּ֧ם ִתּ ְהיוּ־ ִל֛י ַמ ְמ ֶל֥ ֶכת כֲֹּהנִ֖ים וְג֣וֹי ָקד֑וֹשׁ ֵא֚ ֶלּה ַה ְדּ ָב ִר֔ים ֲא ֶשׁ֥ר ְתּ ַד ֵבּ֖ר ֶאל־ ְבּנֵ֥י י
Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully and keep My covenant, you shall be My
treasured possession among all the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is Mine, but you
shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words that
you shall speak to the children of Israel.”
8. Shemot 19, 5-6
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God created humanity with the hope that man would recognize his Creator and
acknowledge Him. He gave man the exclusive ability to choose good or evil.
When all of them willfully transgressed and denied Him, only one nation remained
associated with His name... If God then acts to destroy the people of Israel, then
the nations will forget His signs and deeds and will never recount them, and any
historical success of the Jews will be regarded as passing fortune. Thus, the
purpose of creation and of man will be negated, for none will remain to
acknowledge their Creator, but only to anger Him! Therefore, it becomes
necessary for God to preserve the people of Israel forever, for they are the closest
people to Him, who acknowledge Him more than any other nation.
9. Ramban Devarim 32,31
We are a chosen people, not a master race. We were chosen to be the trustees of
God’s Torah, and this is why we must survive as a people, even if it entails
walking a dangerous path in this world. Just as a commandment is best fulfilled
when a Jew understands why God gave each commandment the way he did, so the
Jews’ chosenness is best lived for—and died for—when we understand the
uniquely divine purpose for which God chose us.
10. David Novac, University of Toronto
Part Three - Judaism - Hope of Mankind
As to your question about the nations, know that the Lord desires the heart, and
that the intention of the heart is the measure of all things. That is why our sages
say, "The pious among the nations have a share in the world to come", namely, if
they have acquired what can be acquired of the knowledge of G-d, and if they
ennoble their souls with worthy qualities. There is no doubt that every man who
ennobles his soul with excellent morals and wisdom based on the faith in G-d,
certainly belongs to those destined for the world to come. That is why our sages
said, "Even a non-Jew who studies the Torah of our teacher Moses is like a high
priest."
11. Rambam, Letter to Hasdai haLevi
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But it is beyond the human mind to fathom the designs of the Creator; for our ways
are not His ways, neither are our thoughts His thoughts. All these matters relating
to Jesus of Nazareth and the Ishmaelite (Mohammed) who came after him, only
served to clear the way for King Messiah, to prepare the whole world to worship
God with one accord, as it is written: For then will 1 turn to the peoples a pure
language, that they may all call upon the name of the Lord to serve Him with one
consent (Zeph. 3:9). Thus the Messianic hope, the Torah, and the commandments
have become familiar topics—topics of conversation (among the inhabitants) of the
far isles and many peoples, uncircumcised of heart and flesh.
12. Rambam, Laws of Kings, Chapter 12
It was on the very place on which the degeneration of mankind appeared in the
highest degree that God allowed the return of his Shechina to occur. This can well
tell us that although the nature of a country is indeed not without influence on the
tendencies and disposition of its inhabitants, the achievement of " nearness to God '
is equally within the reach of the Lapp in Lapland as to that of the Greek in Greece.
There where an Abraham lived murderers can also live, and the same soil can bear
a prophet next to a murderer. It was just that land which is so seductive that on it
its inhabitants became so debauched in voluptuous luxury that the very land itself "
spued them out", just that land God chose to plant therein His People - who
themselves are not the most tractable , whose fundamental character is that of ‘a
stiff necked people’. So that if the Divine Fire of Torah would succeed - as it did
succeed – in winning over this people on this land to itself , then there can be no
race of mankind in no land whatsoever who can not be won to (Torah).
13. R Samson Raphel Hirsh to Bereshit 12,6
Secondly, in the Dispersion, we were a minority – disempowered and scattered
throughout 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. And that is why it
spoke to the founding fathers of America. 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.
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That is why the Jewish story, in its unique particularity, is the human story in its
universality. If we would have been everyone in general, we would never have
been somebody in particular. And if we hadn’t somebody in particular, we would
never have a message for humanity in general.
THE day will come, when the story of Israel in modern times will speak not just to
Jews, but to all who believe in the power of the human spirit as it reaches out to
God, as an everlasting symbol of the victory of life over death, hope over despair.
Israel has achieved great things. It has taken a barren land and made it bloom
again. It’s taken an ancient language, the Hebrew of the Bible, and made it speak
again. It’s taken the West’s oldest faith and made it young again. Israel has taken a
tattered, shattered nation and made it live again. Israel is the country whose
national anthem, Hatikva, means hope. Israel is the home of hope.
14. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
Part Four - What does G-d ask of the Jewish People?
My mercy and love for my brother [my fellow Jew] should be exactly like the
mercy and love I have for myself; [specifically in regards to] his money, physical
welfare, and everything that will ever be in his possession or he will want. And,
everything that I wish for myself, I should desire for him. [Conversely,] anything
that I would hate for myself or for anyone who associates with me, I should find
hateful to him in the exact same fashion. This is what the Torah stated: “… and
you shall love your neighbor as yourself
15. Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot
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16. Rabbi J.B. Soloveitchik
The growing inclination among liberal Jews to de-emphasize Jewish
distinctiveness is the gravest threat to the future of liberal Judaism. For what are
the prospects of the continuity of the people if the people are not committed to
their own continuity — and do not even agree philosophically that their collective
peoplehood is a legitimate objective and a social good? Is it possible to sustain the
Jewish people without being committed to the Jewish people? Can Judaism survive
without Jews?
17. R Ammiel Hirsch

18.Edrei & Mendles, "A Split Jewish Diaspora: Its Dramatic Consequences"
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"Our survey of three and a half millennia of Jewish history is closed. But the story
which we have set ourselves to tell is unended. Today the Jewish people has in it
still those elements of strength and endurance which enabled it to surmount all of
the crises of its past, surviving thus the most powerful empires of antiquity.
Throughout our history, there have been weaker elements who have shirked the
sacrifices which Judaism entails; they have been swallowed up, long since, in the
great majority. Only the more stalwart have carried on the traditions of their
ancestors and can now look back with pride in their superb heritage. Are we to be
numbered with the weak majority or the stalwart minority? It is of course, for
ourselves, to decide, but in a reading of Jewish history, one factor emerges which
may perhaps help us in our decision: the preservation of the Jew was certainly not
casual. He has endured through the power of a certain ideal, based upon the
recognition of the influence of a higher power in human affairs. Indeed, time after
time in his history he has been saved from disaster in a manner which cannot be
described as anything but providential. This author has deliberately attempted to
write this book in a secular spirit, but he does not think that his readers can fail to
see on every page, a higher immanence."
19. Cecil Roth
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