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The more Torah, the more life; 

The more study and contemplation, the more wisdom; 
The more counsel, the more discernment; 

The more charity, the more peace. 
—Hillel 

 
Ancient Witnesses: Genesis 17:1-8 
 
This series has focused on learning about the various world religions as a way to live out our Christian 
compassion.  For if we are called to love other people, we are also called to listen and understand their 
faith traditions, as well.  Huston Smith said it well when he wrote, “It is impossible to love another 
without hearing that other.” 
 
As I have said before, it is important that we show the world that there is an alternative to the Imperial 
Christianity that seeks to dominate, conquer and covert people of other faith traditions. 
 
The world needs to know that there is an Inclusive Christianity that seeks to respect, validate and 
celebrate other religious traditions.  There is a progressive Christianity that doesn’t fear other faith 
traditions but embraces plurality.  We don’t see ourselves as being in competition but as one path among 
many. 
 
The mystic, Meister Eckhart, said, “God is a great underground river that no one can dam up and no one 
can stop up.”  There is one underground River, but there are many wells that tap into that River. 
 
And so in the past several weeks, we have tried to encapsulate each tradition in a sermon and a class 
discussion.  Undoubtedly, we have over-simplified and misrepresented, but hopefully we have made 
some progress in “hearing that other” and have increased our understanding. 
 
I have limited myself to a particular focus that is unique to each tradition, but which also resonates with 
parts of our Christian tradition.  For example, we saw in Buddhism the goal of being awake, alive to the 
heaven that is within each of us here and now.  In Hinduism we see paths which take us to the other side, 
an eternal reality.  And we saw in the religion of Islam the experience of surrender to the Sacred 
Presence and unity we call “God.” 
 
Today we focus upon Judaism.  Last week we saw that in Hinduism that the physical world was seen as 
maya, illusion, and the religious person seeks release from this wheel of life, which is like a training 
ground  But in the Jewish scriptures, history is not maya, but the arena of God’s purposeful activity.   As 
Christians, it’s important for us to remember the Jewishness of Jesus.  He was called “Rabbi.”  Jesus did 
not see himself as a founder of a new religion.  Rather, he began a renewal movement within Judaism. 
 



 

 

Jesus lived out of the Jewish religions tradition in a new way.  So learning more about Judaism might 
help us learn more about ourselves and Jesus’ life-transforming experience that he sought to share with 
the world. 
 
The hero of classical Judaism, Hillel, a Pharisaic sage who lived at the time of Jesus, once was asked to 
define Judaism while standing on one foot.  Instead of regarding the man’s question as impertinent, he 
replied, 
 

What is hateful to yourself do not do to others. 
That is the whole Torah. 
All the rest is commentary.  Now go and study. 

 
First, one should notice here that the Torah is the center of Judaism.  (As you know, Torah has signified 
the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, called the Tanakh—the Torah, Prophets and Writings.  The 
word, Torah, or “the Law,” has evolved to mean all of Jewish teaching, written and oral.) 
 
Second, Torah is not so much something that you know as it is something that you do.  Indeed, the 
proper name of God cannot even be uttered.  God, the Holy Mystery, the “I AM,” cannot be 
comprehended or grasped.  In Judaism, faith is not something you have, it is something you do. 
 
The Torah is a way of life.  It is not just about religious truth, secrets of eternity, or the meaning of 
existence.  It is primarily about faithful living.  In the Book of Proverbs it says, “[The Torah] Wisdom is 
a tree of life to those who grasp it.” 
 
Faith is not about having the answers as it is the continual pursuit of those answers.  And so the is a 
tradition that values study, scholarship and deep discussion in this pursuit. 
 
Popular Jewish wisdom says that where there are two Jews, there are three opinions.  This is not a 
negative statement pointing to a contentious people.  Rather it describes a kind of richness that honors 
many different levels of truth and interpretation.  For as it is written, “the Torah has 70 faces.” 
 
Reminds me of another story you’ve probably heard.  Two people come to their rabbi to settle a dispute.  
The first presents his case, and the rabbi says, “You’re right.”  Then the second person presents his case, 
and when he’s done the rabbi says, “You’re right.”  Whereupon the rabbi’s secretary steps in and says, 
“Rabbi, I have to point out that you just told them both that they’re right when they take opposing 
positions.”  And the rabbi says to him, “Oh.  You’re right, too.” 
 
Now this story is not a put down of rabbis but a reflection of a tradition where certainty is always 
suspect and differences are honored.  The Talmud, a later collection of Mishnah, oral teaching and 
interpretation of the Torah, famously says this of opposing positions:  “These and those are (both) words 
of the Living God.” 
 
And so the emphasis is not on doctrine or dogma, but upon behavior—coming together in mutual 
respect, ready to hear each other’s views and to honor each other as persons. 
 
A religious many goes to his rabbi, proud of his knowledge of the scriptures, and he says, “You Rabbi, I 
have read the entire Torah at least five or six times.  That’s pretty good, don’t you think?”  And the rabbi 
replies, “It’s not how many times that you have been through the Torah that’s important.  It how many 
times the Torah has been through you!” 
 



 

 

One prominent Rabbi starts with the “six hundred thirteen commandments” given to Moses and he 
eventually reduces them down to one elemental commandment found in Habakkuk: “But the righteous 
shall live by faith.”  So what keeps someone alive is trust, loyalty and commitment to God—faith.  Jacob 
Neusner wrote, “In modern times, Judaism has been described as a religion in which belief in one God is 
expressed through ethical behavior.” 
 
What gives life is not knowledge or understanding; it is faithful living.  It is a life that shows a 
commitment, loyalty and trust in God.  It is to live according to God’s law, the Torah. 
 
Many Christian scholars such as John Westerhoff and James Fowler have said that “faith is a verb.”  
And what they mean is that faith isn’t so much something that we have: it is something we do.  This is a 
very Jewish perspective. 
 
This emphasis of faith as a verb is very strong in Judaism.  It is the idea that faith is more than just 
doctrine or creed.  It is more than agreeing with some idea intellectually.  To say, “I have faith,” makes 
that faith totally passive—a thing I happen to have. 
 
What we can learn from Judaism is that faith is about living.  It is active.  It animates us.  There is a 
developmental aspect to faith.  It is not static but dynamic.  Faith is something that is always in process.  
We often use the word, “journey,” because faith is always moving and changing. 
 
When we think about Jewish law, we inevitably come to the Ten Commandments.  Huston Smith wrote, 
 

Appropriated by Christianity and Islam, the Ten Commandments constitute the moral foundation 
of most of the Western world. 
 
There are four danger zones in human life that can cause unlimited trouble if they get out of 
hand: force, wealth, sex and speech. 
 
What the Ten Commandments prescribe in these areas are the minimum standards that make 
collective life possible. 
 

The call of Ruach, the life-giving Spirit of God, goes much deeper, and the ten commandments are just a 
starting point.  Listen to Smith’s interesting analysis: 
 

Regarding force, they say in effect: You can bicker and fight, but killing within the in-group will 
not be permitted, for it instigates blood feuds that shred community.  Therefore thou shall not 
murder.  Similarly with sex.  You can be a rounder, flirtatious, even promiscuous, and though we 
do not commend such behavior, we will not get the law after you.  But at one point we draw the 
line: Sexual indulgence of married persons outside the nuptial bond will not be allowed, for it 
rouses passions the community cannot tolerate.  Therefore thou shall not commit adultery.  As 
for possessions you may make you pile as large as you please and be shrewd and cunning in the 
enterprise.  One thing, though, you may not do, and this is pilfer directly off someone else’s pile, 
for this outrages the sense of fair play and builds animosities that become ungovernable.  
Therefore thou shall not steal.  Finally, regarding the spoken word, you may dissemble and 
equivocate, but there is one time when we require you to tell the truth, the whole truth, and 
nothing but the truth.  If a dispute reaches such proportions as to be brought before a tribunal, 
on such occasions the judges must know what happened.  If you lie then, while under oath to tell 
the truth, the penalty will be severe.  Thou shall not bear false witness. 
 



 

 

So if one is going to be part of the tribe, the community, a certain minimal level of civility is required.  
Abusive, violent and destructive behavior toward another will not be tolerated.  It is a matter of 
protecting the community and preserving the faith itself.  Setting basic limits is not being harsh or 
uncaring; it is the loving and faithful thing to do. 
 
Now, this Torah way of life was picked up by the prophets and expanded and enlarged.  The prophet, by 
the way, is “one who speaks for God,” and was not so much a predictor of the future but a conduit 
through which God addressed immediate historical conditions. 
 
You all remember one prophet, Elijah, and his run-ins with King Ahab and Jezebel.  There is one story 
about Naboth who refused to turn over his family vineyard to King Ahab.  So Ahab framed him with the 
capital crime of blasphemy.  Naboth was stoned to death, and the property reverted to the throne.  When 
Elijah heard of this, he went to King Ahab and said: 
 

Thus says the Lord.  You have killed and taken possession.  In the place where dogs licked up the 
blood of Naboth, dogs will also lick up your blood.  (I Kings 21:18-19) 
 

It is not surprising how the kings acted, they acted as was universally expected.  What was revolutionary 
was the way the prophets challenged their actions and spoke truth to power.  They held up the Torah—
the requirements for faithful living—and said, “Remember this!” 
 
Every human being is a child of God, and the Torah demands that we live this way, kings and 
commoners alike. 
 
Now, the Torah also has a ritual aspect in addition to the ethical.  There are commandments about 
eating, about circumcision, about Sabbath.  And to the overly-rational Western mind, we may have a 
difficult time appreciating ritual. 
 
But what the rituals do is connect life with all its good things—eating, marriage, children, nature—with 
God.  They are for the hallowing, the honoring, of life.  All of everyday living must involve God. 
 
This is what faithful living, Torah living, is about.  It was Abraham Heschel who said, “To live by the 
Law is to live within time the life of eternity.” 
 
There is another aspect that I want to briefly address, and it is the Jewish awareness of being a “called 
out people” and as “God’s chosen.”   
 
What could this mean?  Does God play favorites? 
 
It may strike us as unfair that a universal God would be disclosed to a single people.  Personally, I 
believe that all people are chosen. 
 
Perhaps one way to look at it is that Israel was called to do a job—as we all are—each in our own 
context and circumstance.   
 
And this brings me to my last point about Judaism as faithful living, and it is that Torah-living is not so 
much to insure one’s own salvation as it is a way that the mission of God is carried out.   
 



 

 

It is written that God said to Abram: “I will bless you… so that you will be a blessing… and in you all 
the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  (Genesis 12:2-3)  According to Judaism, all families of the 
earth shall be blessed.  This is not a God who plays favorites after all. 
 
And so the religion of Judaism, 
the following of the Law, the way of the Torah, 
is a method that God is revealed to all humankind 
 and is always for the benefit of others. 
 
The prophet Isaiah captured this by saying: 
 

I have given you as a light to the nations (all people), 
to open the eyes that are blind.  (Isaiah 42:6) 
 

It’s about living one’s life as a blessing for others. 
 
I’ll end with a story about a Rabbi who had his students question him.  “Rabbi, when can we know when 
the dawn has come?  When we are able to see a tree from a distance and recognize that it is a tree?  Or 
when we see an animal and can tell if it is a sheep or a goat?”  The Rabbi responded, “It is when you 
look upon the face of another person and you recognize that he is your brother or she is your sister.  
Because until you live your life like this, until you live faithfully, the dawn has not yet come and you are 
in the dark.” 


