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This Week’s Torah Reading

With this week’s Shalom Africa, I am marking the second anniversary since this project was initiated.  The expressions of gratitude that I receive regularly strengthen and encourage me.  I thank the Source of All Blessing for giving me this opportunity to try to make a difference in the lives of those who hunger and thirst for Torah knowledge.
As I begin the third year of Shalom Africa, I am implementing a major change.  I will no longer summarize the weekly parashah.  Those who want to read it in its entirety may register to receive the weekly parashah by email from my alma mater, the Jewish Theological Seminary.  Those of you who have been photocopying Shalom Africa for dissemination throughout your communities can similarly photocopy the weekly parashah that will be sent to you by email from JTS.

To subscribe to receive the weekly parashah, register at http://learn.jtsa.edu/.  In the middle of the page you will see Click here to sign up for free membership.  That link will take you to the registration page.  After registering, you will be taken to a page on which you will see JTS is pleased to offer a variety of emails to educate and inform our community. Please click the check boxes below to subscribe to the emails you are interested in.  Click the box in front of Parashah Text to begin your subscription to this weekly service.
I. “You shall have no other gods”

A brother asked: “Has there been any time that a person was born under the sun without the normal intercourse between a man and a woman; as borrowed from Prophet Isaiah.7: 14, by the Christian religion and agreed by the Islamic religion as in Quran, referring to the Son of Mary and Joseph, and born of the Holy Spirit, crucified by the Jews and resurrected and ascended to Heaven?”

I do not know what Islam says about the birth of Jesus, although they do accept him and revere him as one of God’s prophets.  What does Judaism say about him?  (a) He existed.  He is not regarded as a mythical but as an historical person.  (b) He never intended to create another religion.  If anything, his mission was to reform Judaism.  (c) There is no evidence that he was resurrected and that he ascended to Heaven.  That is a matter of faith, which we Jews do not accept.

Let us take a look at two more issues.  

A.  The Jews did not crucify Jesus.  Crucifixion was not one of the forms of capital punishment accepted by Jewish law.  Second, by that time, it is not clear if the Jewish courts were allowed to execute people convicted of capital offenses.  The Romans crucified Jesus.  In the coming weeks I will send you an excellent, very readable article about this misconception.

B.  This is key.  We Jews categorically reject (1) the notion of virgin birth and (2) any connection between Isaiah 7 and the birth of Jesus.

The following passage is from Gerald Segal’s The Jews and the Christian Missionary: A Jewish Response to Missionary Christianity:

In diluting Judaism so that it could meet the beliefs of the pagan world, the evangelists adopted a number of grotesque distortions of biblical belief. One of these is that a virgin has become pregnant, not by a man, but of the "Holy Spirit," and she has given birth to the Messiah. The belief in a messiah was adopted by the Christians from the Jews, but the Jews never believed, nor did their Holy Scriptures teach, that the Messiah would be born of a virgin and a manifestation of God.

Many pagan religions believed in the idea of the impregnation of virgins by gods resulting in the birth of heroes. Stories of divine humans sired by the gods are told in several myths and legends. According to Greek and Roman legends, for example, Zeus and Apollo sired many distinguished men. Egypt produced the Hellenized cult of Isis with its adoration of the Mother and Child. By a simple change of names, Isis became mother Mary and Horus became the child Jesus. The pagan concept of divine birth, a concept alien to Judaism, entered Christianity through the Greco-Roman mythology then current in the western world. Seeking to substantiate the Christian-pagan concoction, the early Christians searched the Jewish Scriptures for justification of their claim of a virgin birth. They seized upon the word 'almah, which they mistranslated in an attempt to give credence to their spurious claim that the birth of Jesus was foretold by the Bible.

This contention has made Judaism and Christianity forever incompatible….

This entire elaborate theological conception centers around the misinterpretation of Isaiah 7:14. This verse and the context from which it taken must be closely examined here:

HaShem spoke further to Ahaz: "Ask for a sign from HaShem your God, anywhere down to Sheol or up to the sky.”  But Ahaz replied: "I will not ask, and I will not test HaShem." "Listen, House of David, [Isaiah retorted… “Assuredly, HaShem will give you a sign of His own accord. Look, the young woman is with child and about to bear a son.1  Let her name him Immanuel... For before the lad knows to reject the bad and choose the good, the ground whose two kings you dread shall be abandoned. 

[1 Others translate this verse: “Look, the young woman is about to conceive and will give birth to a son.”]

This prophecy does not refer to the birth of Jesus. It refers to a situation which occurred at a different time in history and had nothing to do with him. Isaiah tells of the troubles that befell the kingdom of Judah. Syria and Israel attached Judah. The siege of Jerusalem brought fear to its inhabitants. Then came the prophet to comfort King Ahaz, and to assure him that the enemy would be defeated and would soon flee in rout. An era of prosperity in Judah would follow.

[2 After King’s Solomon death, his kingdom split into two separate and often antagonistic kingdoms.  Ten tribes in the North broke off from the House of David, establishing their capital in Samaria and erecting idolatrous house of worship in Dan (near the current Lebanese border) and in Beth-El.  Jeroboam was their leader.  Judah and Benjamin remained loyal to the Davidic dynasty and were led by Solomon’s son, Rehoboam.  The kingdom in the North is often referred to as Israel; the southern kingdom was called Judah.]

The fact that the purpose of the sign was to assure Ahaz of the fulfillment of the prophecy given to him, for his own day, rules out the Christological interpretation.
Let me make it clear: no matter how one translates the word ‘almah, Isaiah was not talking about a young woman – that is, someone not known to Ahaz – but a specific young woman (THE young woman) who was known to Ahaz, who might even have been standing there in his court.  Isaiah was saying, in effect, that Ahaz need not fear the alliance between Aram and Israel, because even before the child that that young woman is carrying is old enough to know the difference between what is right and what is wrong, those two enemies of Judah will be destroyed.  

II. “You shall have no other gods”  

An Igbo brother asked me the following question: “We Igbos have the pouring of wine in our libation.  Now if Jewish synagogue worship does the same libation, should it be alcohol or non-alcohol?

Because I still do not know very much about Igbo culture, I asked him the following question: “When you say ‘We Igbos have the pouring of wine in our libation,’ what ceremony are you referring to?  To whom is the libation offered?”  In his response, he made mention of the gods that are the source of protection and bounty for the Igbo people.

As the ancestors of the Igbo people moved farther south and west away from the centre of Israelite/Jewish life, they began to assimilate into the culture and belief system of their neighbors.  They began to adopt customs that were alien to the Jewish way of life, even practices explicitly prohibited by the Torah.  

Consider the following passage from the Chafetz Chayim’s “The Concise Book of Mitzvoth.”

[One] is to entertain no thought that there is any other god except the blessed God, as Scripture states, “You shall have no other gods before Me.” Whoever entertains the thought in his mind that there is any other god except Him, or some partner or associate; or he considers in his mind the thought that there is some substance to idol-worship – he denies the very fundamental principle [of the one and only God].

One is not to utter any word whose sense is heresy or some acknowledgment of idolatry.  For if anyone acknowledges idol-worship, it is as though he denies heretically the entire Torah, since he denies the very fundamental principle.  And we are duty-bound to be ready to give up our lives and our might over this; for in regard to all things that touch on the main principle of our faith, there is an obligation to accept death [if necessary] and not transgress.

If, according to the Chafetz Chayim, one is not allowed even to entertain the thought that there is any god except the Almighty, how much more is one forbidden to accord recognition, by action or by deed, that there is divine reality other than what our Torah teaches.  Those who are returning to the faith and practices of their forefathers need to keep this in mind and abstain from the practice of offering libations to the “gods.”

III.  Sanctifying the Sabbath
I want to turn to the second part of the question: “Now if Jewish synagogue worship does the same libation, should it be alcohol or non-alcohol?”

I answered:  “In the synagogue, we do not offer libations.  We do use wine for sacramental purposes, such as the prayer for sanctifying the Sabbath (kiddush).  Most authorities are of the opinion that wine (alcohol) should be used.  Others permit the use of grape juice (non-alcohol).”

Let me clarify: In ancient times, there were libations in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem.  (See, for example, Leviticus 23:13)  However, in this day and age, we no longer offer libations.  Why?  Because the form of worship in the synagogue is not the same as the form of worship in the Temple. Although the synagogue is a sacred space, it does not enjoy the same elevated status and sanctity as the Holy Temple.  

[I cannot express this strongly enough.  It is a misconception that is common among Nigerian Jews, that prohibitions that applied to the Temple are to apply to the synagogue as well.  So, for example, I know of no synagogue where it is the custom to remove our shoes before entering the sanctuary.  I know of no synagogue that bars entrance to men who had relations with their wives the night before or who otherwise had a seminal emission.  I know of no synagogue that prohibits women during their menses to enter. Those who insist on maintaining theses customs need to be aware that they are not part of the mainstream, normative practice of Judaism and will only serve to isolate Nigerian Jewry from the rest of world Jewry.]

Because the rules that apply to the synagogue are different from the rules that applied to the Temple, there is no prohibition against alcohol being served or consumed in the synagogue.  Therefore, the story of Nadav and Abihu is not relevant to our discussion about the use of alcohol for ceremonial purposes in the synagogue or at home.  Even assuming that their sin was one of drunkenness (one of the traditional explanations of their behavior that angered HaShem), we can draw no inferences relative to our discussion.  For one, their sin was committed in the Tabernacle, the forerunner of the Holy Temple.  Second, they were drunk, and there is a big distance separating drunkenness and the moderate consumption of alcohol.  
Two articles from “My Jewish Learning” will help elucidate the Jewish attitude toward alcohol.

A.  From Jewish Living: A Guide to Contemporary Reform Practice, by Rabbi Mark Washofsky, published by the UAHC Press (Union of American Hebrew Congregations)

Judaism does not condemn the use, in moderation, of alcoholic beverages. On the contrary: the Bible speaks in praise of wine as a substance that "gladdens the human heart" (Psalms 104:15). Wine has always played a visibly central role in Jewish religious culture. This is evident in the fact that the tradition ordains special blessings to be recited prior to and following its consumption, just as it does for bread. The use of wine is required in such ritual practices as Kiddush [a declaration of the sacredness of a Shabbat or festival, recited over wine], the "four cups" at the Passover seder, and the celebration of weddings and brit milah [ritual circumcision of a boy]. Other intoxicants can serve in place of wine under certain conditions in some (but not all) of these settings.

At the same time, however, we must treat alcoholic beverages with the utmost caution, since they can be a source of pain as well as joy. Wine may serve as an important element in our ritual, but it is by no means indispensable; one who for medical reasons is unable to drink wine or liquor is allowed to substitute non-intoxicants for ritual purposes, including the Passover Seder. We are told to beware of "wine when it is red," for the color and smoothness hide the reality that "in the end, it bites like a snake" and distorts the workings of the human mind (Proverbs 23:31-32).

 A tradition which values clear thinking and responsible conduct cannot but view drunkenness as an evil. The shikur, the drunkard, may be the butt of many jokes, but he is in an essential way held separate from the community: he or she may not perform religious, legal, or political functions and is even forbidden to pray until sober. The clear implication of these sources is that should we decide to use alcohol we must strictly control our consumption of it.

Once again, we are reminded that Judaism holds us responsible for failure to treat our health with care and respect. This point is driven home with special urgency given our awareness of the destructive nature of alcoholism, a disease of which our ancestors were but dimly aware. The costs of alcoholism, measured by the personal and social wreckage it leaves in its wake, require that we confront this disease openly and directly, doing whatever we can as a community for those who come to us in their struggle for recovery.

B.  From A Book of Life: Embracing Judaism as a Spiritual Practice, by Rabbi Michael Strassfeld, published by Schocken Books

The story of Noah continues immediately [after laying out new rules for what foods may be consumed]: Noah, the tiller of soil, was the first to plant a vineyard. "He drank of the wine and became drunk, and he uncovered himself within his tent" (Genesis 9:20-21).

No life is taken to produce wine [in contrast to the preceding rules about restrictions on eating meat], and yet wine is a potent representative of the complexity of food and drink. Wine is outstanding; both in the pleasurable feeling it can give to the drinker and [in] the persistent and pervasive problems it can create for those who drink too much. Through wine we are to sanctify the Sabbath day and to celebrate weddings. We are told "No rejoicing before God is possible except with wine" (Babylonian Talmud, Pesahim 109a). Yet the loss of self-respect in drunkenness is portrayed beginning with Noah and continuing in every Jewish teaching on food.

 [Among these teachings are the following:]

"We have been taught that R. Meir said: The tree whose fruit Adam ate was a vine, for nothing brings as much woe to humans as wine." [BT, Sanhedrin70a]

"As wine enters each and every part of a human's body, it grows lax, and his mind is confused. Once wine enters, reason leaves." [Numbers Rabbah 10:8]

"When Noah began planting, Satan came by, stationed himself before him, and asked, 'What are you planting?' Noah: 'A vineyard.' Satan: 'What is its nature?' Noah: 'Its fruit, whether fresh or dried, is sweet, and from it wine is made, which gladdens a person's heart.' Satan: 'Would you like the two of us, me and you, to plant it together?' Noah: 'Very well.' What did Satan do? He brought a ewe lamb and slaughtered it over the vine; then he brought a lion, which he likewise slaughtered over the vine; then a monkey, which he also slaughtered over the vine; and finally a pig, which he again slaughtered over the vine. And with the blood dripping from them, he watered the vineyard.

"The charade was Satan's way of saying that when a person drinks one cup of wine, he acts like a ewe lamb, humble and meek. When she drinks two, she becomes as mighty as a lion and proceeds to brag extravagantly, saying, 'Who is like me?' When he drinks three or four cups, he becomes like a monkey, hopping about, dancing, giggling, and uttering obscenities in public, without realizing what he is doing. Finally, when she becomes blind drunk, she is like a pig; wallowing in mire and coming to rest among refuse.” [Midrash Tanhuma, Noah, 13]

♥  ♥  ♥

And so we begin a third year of Torah study.  Having said that, my wife and I will be going on holiday next week and the week thereafter.  God willing, I will send you the next Shalom Africa for Shabbat Shoftim.  In the meantime, please consult http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Resources for guidance on the weekly parashah.
May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.

                               

 Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD









