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How odd

Of God

To choose

The Jews.
—William Norman Ewer

Not so odd: the Jews chose God.
—Anon.

The Jews chose God and took his law

Or made God up, then legislated.

What did come first we may not know

But eons passed, and they’re still at it:

Enlisting reasoning, not awe,

And leaving nothing un-debated.
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preface

This book is an essay. It is a nonfiction, speculative, raw, and
occasionally playful attempt to say something a bit new on a
topic of immense pedigree. We offer you our personal take on
one core aspect of Jewish history: the relationship of Jews
with words.

The authors are a father and a daughter. One is a writer
and literary scholar, the other a historian. We have discussed
and disputed topics relevant to this book ever since one of us
was about three years old. Nevertheless, our coauthorship
warrants some justification.

The best way to account for our teamwork is to spell up
front what this essay says. It says that Jewish history and peo-
plehood form a unique continuum, which is neither ethnic nor
political. To be sure, our history includes ethnic and political
lineages, but they are not its prime arteries. Instead, the na-
tional and cultural genealogy of the Jews has always depended
on the intergenerational transmittal of verbal content. It is
about faith, of course, but even more effectively it is about
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texts. Significantly, the texts have long been available in writ-
ing. Tellingly, controversy was built into them from the very
start. At its best, Jewish reverence has an irreverent edge. At its
best, Jewish self-importance is tinged by self-examination,
sometimes scathing, sometimes hilarious. While scholarship
matters enormously, family matters even more. These two main-
stays tend to overlap. Fathers, mothers, teachers. Sons, daugh-
ters, students. Text, question, dispute. We don’t know about
God, but Jewish continuity was always paved with words.

For this very reason, our history excels as a story. Indeed,
several histories and numerous stories are intertwined in the
annals of the Jews. Many scholars and writers have braved this
maze. Here we are offering a joint walk through some its
pathways, entwining the gazes of a novelist and a historian,
and adding our own interlocution to its myriad conversing
voices.

In this slender volume no attempt was made to run the
gamut of Jewish works, even the best known or the most
influential. There are numerous texts we have not read. The
essayistic genre can deliver dense and panoramic discussions
of vast topics, but it is also particularly prone to selective
reading, personal bias, and an arrogant grope for generaliza-
tion. Regardless of such generic faults, we take full respon-
sibility for each of these shortcomings, and for many others
the reader may encounter. Here is another thing our book
tries to spell out: in Jewish tradition every reader is a proof-
reader, every student a critic, and every writer, including the
Author of the universe, begs a great many questions.

If this set of suggestions is persuasive, then our joint
father-and-daughter project might make sense.
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O N E

Continuity

In two and thirty most occult and wonderful paths of wisdom did

the Lord of Hosts engrave his name: God of the armies of Israel,

ever-living God, merciful and gracious, sublime, dwelling on high,

who inhabiteth eternity. He created this universe by the three

Sepharim—Number, Writing, and Speech. Ten are the numbers, as

are the Sephiroth, and twenty-two the letters, these are the Founda-

tion of all things.

J E W I S H  C O N T I N U I T Y  H A S  always hinged on uttered and
written words, on an expanding maze of interpretations, de-
bates, and disagreements, and on a unique human rapport. In
synagogue, at school, and most of all in the home, it has always
involved two or three generations deep in conversation.

Ours is not a bloodline but a textline. There is a tangible
sense in which Abraham and Sarah, Rabban Yohanan, Glikl of
Hameln, and the present authors all belong to the same family
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tree. Such continuity has recently been disputed: there was no
such thing as a ‘‘Jewish nation,’’ we are told, before modern
ideologues deviously dreamed it up. Well, we disagree. Not
because we are nationalists. One purpose of this book is to
reclaim our ancestry, but another is to explain what kind of
ancestry, in our view, is worth the effort of reclaiming.

We are not about stones, clans, or chromosomes. You don’t
have to be an archeologist, an anthropologist, or a geneticist to
trace and substantiate the Jewish continuum. You don’t have to
be an observant Jew. You don’t have to be a Jew. Or, for that
matter, an anti-Semite. All you have to be is a reader.

In his wonderful poem ‘‘The Jews,’’ the late Israeli poet
Yehuda Amichai wrote:

The Jews are not a historical people
And not even an archeological people, the Jews
Are a geological people with rifts
And collapses and strata and blazing lava.
Their annals must be measured
On the scale of a different measurement.

A geological people: this unique metaphor may speak a deep
truth about other nations, too. It need not be only about the
Jews. But it resonates very powerfully for us when we reflect
on Jewish continuity as primarily textual. The ‘‘historical,’’
ethnic, genetic Jewish nationhood is a tale of rift and calamity.
It is a landscape of geological disaster. Can we claim a biolog-
ical pedigree dating, say, to Roman-era Galilean Jews? We
doubt it. So much blood of both converts and enemies, of
emblematic Khazars and Cossacks, might be flowing in our
veins. On the other hand, geneticists today seem to tell us that
some of our genes have been on the ride with us for a while.
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This is interesting. But totally beside our point.
There is a lineage. Our annals can be gauged, our history

told. But our ‘‘scale of a different measurement’’ is made of
words. That is what this book is about.

At this early stage we need to say loud and clear what kind of
Jews we are. Both of us are secular Jewish Israelis. This self-
definition carries several significances. First, we do not be-
lieve in God. Second, Hebrew is our mother tongue. Third,
our Jewish identity is not faith-powered. We have been read-
ing Hebrew and non-Hebrew Jewish texts all our lives; they
are our cultural and intellectual gateways to the world. Yet
there is not a religious bone in our bodies. Fourth, we now
live in a cultural climate—in the modern and secular part of
Israeli society—that increasingly identifies Bible quoting, Tal-
mudic reference, and even a mere interest in the Jewish past,
as a politically colored inclination, at best atavistic, at worst
nationalist and triumphalist. This current liberal withdrawal
from most things Jewish has many reasons, some of them
understandable; but it is misguided.

What does secularism mean to Israeli Jews? Evidently
more than it means to other modern nonbelievers. From
nineteenth-century Haskalah thinkers to latter-day Hebrew
authors, Jewish secularity has furnished an ever-growing
bookshelf and an ever-expanding space for creative thought.
Here is just one nutshell, from an essay titled ‘‘The Courage to
Be Secular’’ by Yizhar Smilansky, the great Israeli writer who
signed his books with the pseudonym Samech Yizhar:

Secularism is not permissiveness, nor is it lawless
chaos. It does not reject tradition, and it does not turn
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its back on culture, its impact and its successes. Such
accusations are little more than cheap demagoguery.
Secularism is a different understanding of man and
the world, a non-religious understanding. Man may
very well feel the need, from time to time, to search
for God. The nature of that search is unimportant.
There are no ready-made answers, or ready-made in-
dulgences, pre-packaged and ready to use. And the
answers themselves are traps: give up your freedom
in order to gain tranquility. God’s name is tranquility.
But the tranquility will dissipate and freedom will be
wasted. What then?

Self-conscious seculars seek not tranquility but intellec-
tual restlessness, and love questions better than answers. To
secular Jews like ourselves, the Hebrew Bible is a magnificent
human creation. Solely human. We love it and we question it.

Some modern archeologists tell us that the scriptural Isra-
elite kingdom was an insignificant dwarf in terms of material
culture. For example, the biblical portrayal of Solomon’s great
edifices is a later political fabrication. Other scholars cast
doubt on all manner of continuity between ancient Hebrews
and present-day Jews. Perhaps this is what Amichai meant
when he said we are ‘‘not even an archaeological people.’’ But
each of these scholarly approaches, whether factually right or
wrong, is simply irrelevant for readers like us. Our kind of
Bible requires neither divine origin nor material proof, and our
claim to it has nothing to do with our chromosomes.

The Tanach, the Bible in its original Hebrew, is breathtaking.
Do we ‘‘understand’’ it to the last syllable? Obviously not.
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Even proficient speakers of Modern Hebrew probably mis-

construe the original meanings of many biblical words, be-

cause their role in our vocabulary differs significantly from

what they stood for in Ancient Hebrew. Take this exquisite

image from Psalms 104:17, ‘‘Wherein the birds make their nests,

hassida broshim beiyta.’’ To a present-day Israeli ear, these three

words mean ‘‘the stork makes its home in the cypress trees.’’

Makes you reflect, by the way, on the winsome frugality of

Ancient Hebrew, which can often pull off a three-word phrase

that requires three times that number in English translation.

And how colorful and flavorful is each of the three words, all

nouns, brimming with meaning! Anyway, back to our main

point. You see, in Israel today storks don’t make their homes on

cypresses. Storks very rarely nest here anyhow, and when they

settle down in their thousands for a night’s rest en route to

Europe or to Africa, those needle-shaped cypresses are not

their obvious choice.

So we must be getting it wrong; either the hassida is not a

stork, or the brosh is not a cypress. Never mind. The phrase is

lovely, and we know it is about a tree and a bird, part of a great

praise for God’s creation, or—if you prefer—for the beauty of

nature. Psalm 104 gives its Hebrew reader the broad imagery,

the dense and fine-tuned delight that might be compared to

the magic of a Walt Whitman poem. We don’t know whether

it does the same in translation.
The Bible is thus outliving its status as a holy writ. Its

splendor as literature transcends both scientific dissection
and devotional reading. It moves and excites in ways compa-
rable to the great literary oeuvres, sometimes Homer, some-
times Shakespeare, sometimes Dostoevsky. But its historical
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leverage is different from that of these opuses. Granted that
other great poems may have inaugurated religions, no other
work of literature so effectively carved a legal codex, so con-
vincingly laid out a social ethic.

It is also, of course, a book that gave birth to innumerable
other books. As though the Bible itself harked and heeded the
command it attributes to God, ‘‘go forth and multiply.’’ So
even if the scientists and critics are right, and ancient Israel
erected no palaces and witnessed no miracles, its literary out-
put is both palatial and miraculous. We mean this in a wholly
secular sense.

But let us check and balance. We have many loving things
to say about Jewish specificities, but this book is emphatically
not intended to be a celebration of separatism or superiority.
Jewish culture was never impenetrable to non-Jewish inspira-
tion. Even when it snubbed foreign trends, it often quietly
endorsed them. To us, Tolstoy is as giant a pillar as Agnon, and
Bashevis Singer does not trump Thomas Mann. There is much
that we cherish in ‘‘gentile’’ literature and quite a bit that we
dislike in Jewish traditions. Many of the scriptures, including
the Bible at its most eloquent, flaunt opinions we cannot fathom
and set rules we cannot obey. All our books are fallible.

The Jewish model of intergenerational conversation merits
close attention.

Ancient Hebrew texts are continually engaged with two
crucial pairings: parent and child, teacher and pupil. These
pairs are arguably more important, even more important, than
woman and man. The word dor, generation, appears dozens of
times in both Bible and Talmud. Both opuses love recounting
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chains of generations, harking from the distant past and
pointing to the distant future. A great deal is said about the
chain’s most basic link, the Father and the Son. (Please be
patient about mothers and about daughters; they too inhabit
this book.) From Adam and Noah to the destruction of the
Judean and Israelite kingdoms, the Bible zooms in and out on
particular fathers and sons, most of whom belong to meticu-
lously listed genealogies.

This is by no means unique. Many cultures, probably all
cultures, possess patrofilial paradigms at the roots of their
collective memory, mythology, ethos, and art. There is a uni-
versal context to the numerous biblical dramas of fathers and
sons. These are the perennial tales of love and hate, loyalty
and betrayal, resemblance and dissimilarity, inheritance and
disinheritance. Almost all societies have cherished the imper-
ative of intergenerational storytelling. Almost all cultures
have gloried the passing of the torch from old to young. It has
always been a primary duty of human memory—familial,
tribal, and later national.

But there is a Jewish twist to this universal imperative.
‘‘No ancient civilization,’’ Mordecai Kaplan writes, ‘‘can offer
a parallel comparable in intensity with Judaism’s insistence
upon teaching the young and inculcating in them the tradi-
tions and customs of their people.’’ Is such a generalization
fair to other ancient civilizations? We do not pretend to know
or judge. But we do know that Jewish boys, by no means only
the rich and privileged ones, were put in touch with the writ-
ten word at a staggeringly young age.

Here is one astounding constant of Jewish history since
(at least) Mishnaic times: every boy was expected to go to
school from the age of three to the age of thirteen. This duty
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