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Is Judaism a Religion?
Source Sheet by Reuven Ibragimov

Is Judaism a religion or an ethnicity? A nation or a tribe? A clan or a culture?

Sanhedrin 44a

When God explained to Joshua the
reason for the Jewish people’s defeat at
the city of Ai, He said: “Israel has
sinned” (Joshua 7:11). Rabbi Abba bar
Zavda says: From here it may be
inferred that even when the Jewish
people have sinned, they are still called
“Israel.” Rabbi Abba says: This is in
accordance with the adage that people
say: Even when a myrtle is found
among thorns, its name is myrtle and
people call it myrtle.

סנהדרין מ״ד א
עכן מאי טעמא איענוש משום דהוו ידעי
 יא( חטא,ביה אשתו ובניו )יהושע ז
ישראל אמר רבי אבא בר זבדא אע"פ
שחטא ישראל הוא אמר ר' אבא היינו
דאמרי אינשי אסא דקאי ביני חילפי
,אסא שמיה ואסא קרו ליה )יהושע ז
יא( וגם עברו את בריתי אשר צויתי
אותם גם לקחו מן החרם גם גנבו גם
כחשו גם שמו בכליהם

Rashi 44A:2
:חטא ישראל  מדלא אמר חטא העם עדיין שם קדושתם עליהם
Do not say the people have sinned for they still have the name of
sanctity on them
Exodus 6:18
(1) Then

the LORD said to Moses, “You
shall soon see what I will do to Pharaoh:
he shall let them go because of a greater
might; indeed, because of a greater
might he shall drive them from his land.”
(2) God spoke to Moses and said to him,
“I am the LORD. (3) I appeared to
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as El
Shaddai, but I did not make Myself
known to them by My name 4) . )יהוהI
also established My covenant with them,
to give them the land of Canaan, the land
in which they lived as sojourners. (5) I
have now heard the moaning of the
Israelites because the Egyptians are
holding them in bondage, and I have

א׳ח׳:שמות ו׳
ֲשׁר
ֶ ֔ ֹ )א( וַיֹּ֤אמֶר יי אֶל־מ
֥ ֶ שׁה ע ָ ַ֣תּה תִ ְר ֶ֔אה א
שׁ ְלּ ֵ֔חם וּ ְב ָי֣ד
ַ ְ אֶ ֽע ֶ ֱ֖שׂה ְלפ ְַר ֑ע ֹה ִכּ֣י ְב ָי֤ד ֲחזָקָה֙ י
ֵאַרצֽוֹ׃ )ס( )ב( ַוי ְדַ בֵּ ֥ר
ְ ֲחזָ ָ֔קה יְג ְָר ֵ ֖שׁם מ
ֱא ִ ֖קים אֶל־מ ֶ ֹ֑שׁה וַיֹּ֥אמֶר א ֵָל֖יו ֲא ִנ֥י י ְהוָ ֽה׃
)ג( ָוא ֵָ֗רא אֶל־אַב ְָרהָ ֛ם אֶל־יִצ ְָח֥ק
נוֹדעְתִּ י
֖ ַ וְאֶ ֽל־יַע ֲ֖ק ֹב בּ ֵ ְ֣אל שׁ ָ ַ֑דּי וּשׁ ִ ְ֣מי יי ֥ א
לָהֶ ֽם׃ )ד( ְו ַ֨גם ֲהק ִ֤מ ֹתִ י אֶת־בּ ְִריתִ ֙י אִתָּ֔ ם
ֶת־א ֶרץ כּ ָ ְ֑נעַן אֵ ֛ת אֶ ֶ֥רץ
֣ ֶ ל ֵָת֥ת ל ֶ ָ֖הם א
יהם ֲאשֶׁר־גָּ ֥רוּ בָ ֽהּ׃ )ה( ו ְַג֣ם ׀ ֲא ִנ֣י
֖ ֶ ְמג ֵֻר
ֲשׁר
ָ
֥ ֶ שׁ ַ֗מעְתִּ י אֶ ֽת־נַ ֲא ַק ֙ת בּ ְֵנ֣י יִשׂ ְָר ֵ֔אל א
ִמצ ַ ְ֖רי ִם ַמ ֲעב ִ ִ֣דים א ָ ֹ֑תם ָו ֶאז ְ֖כּ ֹר אֶת־בּ ְִריתִ ֽי׃
)ו( ָל ֞ ֵכן א ֱ֥מ ֹר ִלבְנֵ ֽי־יִשׂ ְָר ֵ֘אל ֲא ִנ֣י יי
ִתּ ַח ֙ת ִס ְב ֣ ת ִמצ ְַ֔רי ִם
ַ֙ ֵאתי אֶתְ ֶ֗כם מ
֣ ִ וְהוֹצ

remembered My covenant. (6) Say,
therefore, to the Israelite people: I am
the LORD. I will free you from the
labors of the Egyptians and deliver you
from their bondage. I will redeem you
with an outstretched arm and through
extraordinary chastisements. (7) And I
will take you to be My people, and I will
be your God. And you shall know that I,
the LORD, am your God who freed you
from the labors of the Egyptians. (8) I
will bring you into the land which I
swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, and I will give it to you for a
possession, I the LORD.”

Ezekiel 20:3238
(32) And

what you have in mind shall
never come to pass—when you say, “We
will be like the nations, like the families
of the lands, worshiping wood and
stone.” (33) As I live—declares the Lord
GOD—I will reign over you with a
strong hand, and with an outstretched
arm, and with overflowing fury. (34)
With a strong hand and an outstretched
arm and overflowing fury I will bring
you out from the peoples and gather you
from the lands where you are scattered,
(35) and I will bring you into the
wilderness of the peoples; and there I
will enter into judgment with you face to
face. (36) As I entered into judgment
with your fathers in the wilderness of the
land of Egypt, so will I enter into
judgment with you—declares the Lord
GOD. (37) I will make you pass under
the shepherd’s staff, and I will bring you
into the bond of the covenant. (38) I will
remove from you those who rebel and
transgress against Me; I will take them
out of the countries where they sojourn,
but they shall not enter the land of Israel.
Then you shall know that I am the
LORD.

ְ֙ו ִה ַצּל ְִתּ֥י אֶתְ ֶכ֖ם ֵמעֲב ֹדָ ָ ֑תם ְוגָאַל ִ ְ֤תּי אֶתְ כֶם
(שׁפ ִ ָ֖טים גְּד ֹלִ ֽים׃ )ז
ְ ִבּז ְ֣רוֹ ַע נְטוּ ָ֔יה וּ ִב
ְו ָל ַקחְתִּ֨ י אֶתְ כֶ ֥ם ִל ֙י ְל ָ֔עם ְו ָה ִי ֥יתִ י ל ֶָכ֖ם
לֵ ֽא ִ ֑קים וִ ֽידַ עְתֶּ֗ ם ִכּ֣י ֲא ִנ֤י יי ֱא ֣ קֵי ֶ֔כם
ַמּוֹצ֣יא אֶתְ ֶ֔כם מ ַ ִ֖תּחַת ִסבְל֥ וֹת ִמצ ָ ְֽרי ִם׃
ִ ה
ֲשׁר
֤ ֶ ֵאתי אֶתְ כֶם֙ אֶל־ ָה ָ֔א ֶרץ א
֤ ִ )ח( ְו ֵהב
שׂ֙אתִ ֙י אֶת־י ָדִ֔ י ל ֵ ָ֣תת א ֹתָ֔ הּ לְאַב ְָרהָ ֥ם
ָ ָנ
מוֹר ָ ֖שׁה
ָ ְליִצ ָ ְ֖חק ֽוּ ְליַע ֲ֑ק ֹב ְונָתַ תִּ֨ י א ָֹת֥הּ לָכֶ ֛ם
ֲא ִנ֥י י ְהוָ ֽה׃

ל״בל״ח:יחזקאל כ׳
ַל־רוּ ֲח ֶ֔כם הָי֖ וֹ ֣ א תִ ֽ ְה ֶי֑ה
֣ )לב( וְהָ ֽעֹלָה֙ ע
ֲ֙שׁר ׀ א ֶ ַ֣תּם אֹמ ְִ֗רים ִנ ֽ ְה ֶי֤ה כַגּוֹי ִם
ֶ֣ א
(שׁפְּח֣ וֹת ָהא ֲָר ֔צוֹת ְלשׁ ֵ ָ֖רת ֵע֥ץ וָאָ ֽבֶן׃ )לג
ְ ְכּ ִמ
חַי־ ָ֕אנִי נ ֻ ְ֖אם אדושם יי אִם־ ֠ א ְבּ ָ֨יד ֲחזָ ָ֜קה
ְפוּכ֖ה ֶאמְל֥ וֹ
ָ וּ ִבז ְ֧רוֹ ַע נְטוּ ָי ֛ה וּ ְבחֵמָ ֥ה שׁ
ִן־ה ַע ִ֔מּים
֣ ָ ֵאתי אֶתְ כֶם֙ מ
֤ ִ ֲעלֵיכֶ ֽם׃ )לד( וְהוֹצ
ֲשׁר
֣ ָ ְו ִק ַבּצ ִ ְ֣תּי אֶתְ ֶ֔כם מ
֥ ֶ ִן־הא ֲָר ֔צוֹת א
נְפוֹצ ֶ ֹ֖תם ָ ֑בּם ְבּ ָי֤ד ֲחזָקָה֙ וּ ִבז ְ֣רוֹ ַע נְטוּ ָ֔יה
ֵאתי אֶתְ ֶ֔כם
֣ ִ וּ ְבח ָ ֵ֖מה שְׁפוּכָ ֽה׃ )לה( ְו ֵהב
שׁם
ָ ֔ ֙שׁ ַפּט ִ ְ֤תּי אִתְּ כֶם
ְ ִאֶל־מִדְ ַ ֖בּר הָ ֽע ִ ַ֑מּים ְונ
שׁ ַ֙פּטְתִּ ֙י
ְ ֲִשׁר נ
֤ ֶ ָפּ ִנ֖ים אֶל־ ָפּ ִנ ֽים׃ )לו( ַכּא
אֶת־אֲב֣ וֹתֵ י ֶ֔כם ְבּמִדְ ַ ֖בּר ֶ ֣א ֶרץ ִמצ ָ ְ֑רי ִם ֚ ֵכּן
(ִאשּׁ ֵָפ֣ט אִתְּ ֶ֔כם נ ֻ ְ֖אם אדושם י ְהוִ ֽה׃ )לז
ֵאת֥י
ִ ְו ַה ֲעב ְַר ִתּ֥י אֶתְ ֶכ֖ם ַ ֣תּחַת ה ָ ַ֑שּׁבֶט ְו ֵהב
ָרוֹתי ִמ ֶ֗כּם
֣ ִ אֶתְ ֶכ֖ם ְבּמ ָ֥ס ֹ ֶרת ַהבּ ִ ְֽרית׃ )לח( וּב
ֽ֙וּריהֶם
ֵ שׁעִים֙ ִ֔בּי מ ֶ ֵ֤א ֶרץ ְמג
ְ הַמּ ְֹר ִ ֤דים ְו ַהפּֽוֹ
אוֹצ֣יא אוֹתָ֔ ם ְואֶל־אַדְ מַ ֥ת יִשׂ ְָר ֵ ֖אל ֣ א י ָ֑בוֹא
ִ
וִ ֽידַ ע ֶ ְ֖תּם כִּי־ ֲא ִנ֥י י ְהוָ ֽה׃

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks  Radical then Radical now Page 5

God calls on us to undertake a journey. He did so to Abraham and his family. He did so again to
Moses and his people. They were free to decline. At many points along the way they, or those they
led, had doubts. But somehow the vision they saw was compelling—not because of its coercive force,
its implacable fate, but by its moral beauty and spiritual grace.

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks  The Story We Tell | Bo, Covenant &
Conversation 5778
Yet Moses does not talk about freedom, or the land flowing with milk and honey,
or the journey they will have to undertake through the desert. Instead, three
times, he turns to the distant future, when the journey is complete and the people
– free at last – are in their own land. And what he talks about is not the land
itself, or the society they will have to build or even the demands and
responsibilities of freedom.
Instead, he talks about education, specifically about the duty of parents to their
children. He speaks about the questions children may ask when the epic events
that are about to happen are, at best, a distant memory. He tells the Israelites to
do what Jews have done from then to now. Tell your children the story. Do it in
the maximally effective way. Reenact the drama of exile and exodus, slavery
and freedom. Get your children to ask questions. Make sure that you tell the story
as your own, not as some dry account of history. Say that the way you live and
the ceremonies you observe are “because of what God did for me” – not my
ancestors but me. Make it vivid, make it personal, and make it live.
He says this not once but three times:
“It shall be that when you come to the land which God will give you as He said,
and you observe this ceremony, and your children say to you, ‘What does this
service mean to you?’ you shall say, ‘It is a Passover sacrifice to the Lord, who
passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt when He struck the Egyptians
and spared our homes.’” (Ex. 12:2527).
“On that day you shall tell your child, ‘It is because of what the Lord did for me
when I came out of Egypt’” (Ex. 13:8).
“In the future, when your child asks you, ‘What is this?’ you shall tell him, ‘With
a mighty hand, the Lord brought us out from Egypt, from the land of slavery.’”
(Ex. 13:14).
Why was this the most important thing he could do in this intense moment of
redemption? Because freedom is the work of a nation, nations need identity,
identity needs memory, and memory is encoded in the stories we tell. Without
narrative, there is no memory, and without memory, we have no identity. The
most powerful link between the generations is the tale of those who came before
us – a tale that becomes ours, and that we hand on as a sacred heritage to those
who will come after us. We are the story we tell ourselves about ourselves, and
identity begins in the story parents tell their children.
That narrative provides the answer to the three fundamental questions every
reflective individual must ask at some stage in their lives: Who am I? Why am I
here? How then shall I live? There are many answers to these questions, but the
Jewish ones are: I am a member of the people whom God rescued from slavery to
freedom. I am here to build a society that honours the freedom of others, not just
my own. And I must live in conscious knowledge that freedom is the gift of God,
honoured by keeping His covenant of law and love.

