Abraham Contemplates the Stars, engraving for Die Biicher
das Bibel (The Books of the Bibel), Vol. 7, Ephraim Moses

DISCOVERING
ONE

THE EXTRAORDINARY
IMPACT OF MONOTHEISM

As a young man, Abraham, the Jewish
people’s original Patriarch, defied his
pagan surroundings and began to
introduce humanity to the concept of
one G-d—the Creator and Director
of the universe. This cornerstone of
the Jewish faith gradually spread
throughout civilization, bringing
drastic changes not only to the global
religious landscape but also to the way
humanity views and approaches life.



Greek astronomer at the
observatory of Alexandria,
Egypt, engraving for Camille
Flammarion’s Astronomie
Populaire: Description générale
du ciel, Paris, 1880.
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QUESTION FOR DISCUSSION

Is monotheism significant only to your “religious views”
and “religious life,” or would you say that belief in

exclusively one G-d also impacts your feelings about life

in general? In what way?




TEXT 1a

MAIMONIDES, MISHNEH TORAH, LAWS OF IDOLATRY 1:2

Thus, idolatrous beliefs spread throughout the world.
People would worship images in all sorts of strange ways
and offer sacrifices to them and bow down to them.

As the years passed, the true G-d was forgotten from the
minds of all people, and they gave Him no recognition.
The common people knew only the images of wood or
stone and the temples of stone—which they had been
raised, from their youth, to bow down to and worship
and in whose name they took oaths. Even the priests
and wise people among them believed that there is no

god other than the stars and planets, for whose sake
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they had made those images.
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RABBI MOSHE BEN MAIMON
(MAIMONIDES, RAMBAM) 1135-1204

Halachist, philosopher, author, and
physician. Maimonides was born in
Coérdoba, Spain. After the conquest
of Cérdoba by the Almohads, he
fled Spain and eventually settled

in Cairo, Egypt. There, he became
the leader of the Jewish community
and served as court physician to the
vizier of Egypt. He is most noted
for authoring the Mishneh Torah, an
encyclopedic arrangement of Jewish
law, and for his philosophical work,
Guide for the Perplexed. His rulings
on Jewish law are integral to the
formation of halachic consensus.
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MAIMONIDES, GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED 3:29
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It is well known that our patriarch Abraham was
brought up among the Sabeans, who believed that there
is no divine being except the stars. In this chapter, I
will survey their books and ancient chronicles that
have been translated into Arabic, and I will depict their
foolish beliefs and statements according to those books.
You will see that they regard the stars as deities, and
the sun as the chief deity. They believe that all seven
stars and planets are gods, but the sun and the moon are
greater than the rest. . . . The Sabeans thus believed that
the universe had always existed because they believed
the celestial beings to be gods.
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In accordance with these Sabean theories, they erected
images corresponding to the celestial beings—golden
images to the sun, silver images to the moon, and so on.
Moreover, they associated various metals and climates
with the powers of the planets, saying that certain planets
are the gods of certain climatic zones. They built temples
and placed images in them. They believed that the stars
sent forth their influence upon these images, enabling
these images to think, comprehend, communicate, and
prophetically inform human beings concerning what is

good for them.

TEXT 1C

RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS, A LETTER IN THE SCROLL
(NEW YORK: FREE PRESS, 2009), PP. 66-69

Just as there were many stars and planets and countless
species of animals, so there were many gods. They fought,
struggled, and established hierarchies of dominance,

slowly establishing order out of chaos.

We have many records of those ancient times, and
though the names of the gods change—depending on
whether we speak of Mesopotamia, Egypt, Canaan or
ancient Greece—the stories are remarkably similar. The
god of the sky does battle with the god of the sea, and
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RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS
1948-

Former chief rabbi of the United
Kingdom. Rabbi Sacks attended
Cambridge University and received
his doctorate from King’s College,
London. A prolific and influential
author, his books include Will We
Have Jewish Grandchildren? and The
Dignity of Difference. He received

the Jerusalem Prize in 1995 for his
contributions to enhancing Jewish
life in the Diaspora, was knighted and
made a life peer in 2005, and became
Baron Sacks of Aldridge in 2009.



out of his victory establishes dry land, usually over the
dead body of his slain victim. The god of the lightning
and rain impregnates the goddess of the earth, and thus
crops grow and the land brings forth its produce. There
is no sharp distinction between nature, the animals, the
gods, and mankind. . . . In the stories they told about
them, [the gods] are usually personifications of the

forces of nature—the sun, the sea, the wind, the rain. . ..

The ancient world was one in which order was constantly
threatened by chaos, at times in the form of floods and
droughts, at others by war from invading tribes. Through
the stories they told, they explained to themselves why
this is so. Disturbances here reflect more ultimate
struggles elsewhere, between the gods. . . . If the god of
the sky won his battle with the sea, there would be no
floods that year. If the god of rain successfully mated with
the goddess of the soil, the harvest would be good. . . .

Humanity, in its various gradations, is replaceable.
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Is there a relationship
between monotheism and
morality? Rabbi Yitzchak
Breitowitz explains:
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Exercise 2.1

Considering the pagan beliefs described in Texts la-1c,
indicate with av/ or an X which of the following attributes

would apply to any of the gods they believed in.

1. The One and Only
. Precedes and transcends all of nature

. Nonmaterial

BN

. Omnipotent

. Creates ex nihilo

. In exclusive control of everything
. Creates benevolently

. Just and righteous

© o ~N o o

. Creates purposefully
10. Cares about the happenings in the universe

11. Holds humankind in high regard
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TEXT 2

MIDRASH, BEREISHIT RABAH 39:6

A parable: A man was traveling from one place to
another and encountered a well-lit palace. He said, “Is it
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possible that this palace has no master?”

The owner of the palace looked out and said, “I am the

master of the palace”

Similarly, our father Abraham said, “Is it fathomable

that this world has no master?”

G-d looked out and said to him, “I am the Master of the
universe.” . . . This is the background behind, “G-d said

to Abraham ... (GENESIS 12:1).
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BEREISHIT RABAH

An early rabbinic commentary on
the Book of Genesis. This Midrash
bears the name of Rabbi Oshiya
Rabah (Rabbi Oshiya “the Great”),
whose teaching opens this work.
This Midrash provides textual
exegeses and stories, expounds
upon the biblical narrative, and
develops and illustrates moral
principles. Produced by the sages
of the Talmud in the Land of
Israel, its use of Aramaic closely
resembles that of the Jerusalem
Talmud. It was first printed in
Constantinople in 1512 together
with 4 other Midrashic works on the
other 4 books of the Pentateuch



TEXT 3

MAIMONIDES, GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED 3:29
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As Abraham, the “Pillar of the World,” matured, it
became clear to him that there is a Divine Being Who is
abstract, neither a body nor a force residing in a body;,
and that all the planets and the stars are His doing. He
understood the worthlessness of the nonsense with
which he had been raised, and he began to disprove their
beliefs and demonstrate the fallacy of their outlook. He
publicly taught otherwise and “called in the name of the
G-d of the world” (GeNEsis 21:33), proclaiming the

existence of G-d and His Creation of the universe.
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What's so harmful
about idolatry? Three
contemporary scholars
address this:
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Exercise 2.2

[ 46 ]

The following passages are segments of the story of Creation

as related in the first chapter of Genesis. As you read these

passages, try to identify—from what is said and what is not

said—how Judaism views G-d and His act of Creation. Then

enter your findings in the chart that follows.

GENESIS, CHAPTER 1

In the beginning, G-d created heaven
and earth. . .. And G-d said, “Let there
be light.” And there was light. G-d
saw that the light was good, so G-d
separated between the light and the
darkness. G-d called the light “day,”
and the darkness He called “night.”
And there was evening, and there was
morning: day one.

... G-d said, “Let there be luminaries in
the expanse of the heavens to separate
between the day and the night, and
they shall be for signs and for appointed
seasons and for days and for years.
And they shall be for luminaries in the
expanse of the heavens to give light on
the earth.” And it was so. G-d made
the two great luminaries: the greater
luminary to rule by day and the lesser
luminary to rule at night, accompanied
by the stars. And G-d placed them in
the expanse of the heavens to give
light on the earth, to rule by day and
at night, and to separate between
the light and the darkness. And G-d
saw that it was good. And there was

evening, and there was morning, a
fourth day.

... G-d said, “Let us make man in
our image, in our likeness, and they
shall rule over the fish of the sea and
the birds of the sky, over the animals
and all of the earth, and over all the
creatures that move along the ground.”
And G-d created man in His image, in
the image of G-d He created him; male
and female he created them.

G-d blessed them and said to them,
“Be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth
and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the
sea and the birds of the sky and over
all of the beasts that tread upon the
earth.” And G-d said, “See, | give you
every seed-bearing plant on the face of
the entire earth and every tree that has
seed-bearing fruit; they shall be yours
for food. . . ." And it was so.

And G-d saw all that He had made, and
behold, it was very good. And it was
evening and it was morning, the sixth
day.
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Considering the passages from Genesis, indicate with a v or an
X in the middle column which of the following statements could
be said about G-d. In the next column, indicate which words
in the verse (or which ideas that are absent from the narrative)
make some of these points clear to us.

v/ X WORDS FROM TEXT
1. The One and Only

2. Precedes and transcends

all of nature

3. Nonmaterial

4. Omnipotent

5. Creates ex nihilo

6. In exclusive control of everything

7. Creates benevolently

8. Just and righteous

9. Creates purposefully

10. Cares about the happenings

in the universe

11. Holds humankind in high regard
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TEXT 4

RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS, A LETTER IN THE SCROLL
(NEW YORK: FREE PRESS, 2009), P. 73

The account of creation in the first chapter of Genesis
is stunningly original, quite unlike any other in
antiquity. . . . There are no contending forces, no battles
of the gods, no capricious spirits. G-d speaks, and the
universe comes into being. G-d is not in nature but
above it, transcending it and ordering it according to His
word. Nature has no will, or set of wills of its own. . . .
This was an immense intellectual leap. . . . If G-d created
the world, then it is, in principle, intelligible. The mists

of irrationality have been dispelled.

TEXT 5

VIKTOR FRANKL, MAN’S SEARCH FOR MEANING (BOSTON: BEACON PRESS, 2006), P. 101

He who has a why to live for can bear with almost

any how.
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VIKTOR EMIL FRANKL
1905-1997

M.D., PhD, founder of logotherapy.
Frankl was professor of neurology
and psychiatry at the University

of Vienna Medical School. During
World War II, he spent 3 years

in various concentration camps,
including Theresienstadt, Auschwitz,
and Dachau. Frankl was the
founder of the psychotherapeutic
school called logotherapy. Frankl
authored 39 books, which have
been published in 38 languages.
His most famous book, Man’s
Search for Meaning, has sold over

9 million copies in the U.S. alone.



TEXT 6

HUSTON SMITH, THE RELIGIONS OF MAN (NEW YORK: HARPER AND ROW, 1958), P. 229

The G-d of the Jew possessed none of these traits which,
in greater or lesser degree, characterized the gods of
their neighbors. It is here that we come to the supreme
achievement of Jewish thought . . . in the character
it ascribed to the G-d it discovered to be One. The
Greeks, the Romans, the Syrians, and most of the other
Mediterranean peoples would have said two things
about their gods’ characters. First, the gods tend to be
amoral; second, toward man they are preponderantly
indifferent. The Jews reversed the thinking of their
contemporaries on both points. Whereas the gods of
Olympus tirelessly pursued beautiful women, the G-d

of Sinai watches over the widows and orphans.
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HUSTON CUMMINGS SMITH
1919-2016

Philosopher and scholar. Dr. Smith
was a professor of philosophy at
MIT. He was regarded as one of
the world’s most influential figures
in religious studies and authored
at least 13 books on the world’s
religions and philosophies.

When the Rebbe reached
out to Dr. Viktor Frankl,
as told by Rabbi Yaakov
Biderman:
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TEXT 7

HENRI FRANKFORT, THE INTELLECTUAL ADVENTURE OF ANCIENT MAN
(CHICAGO: UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS, 1977), P. 366

Throughout the Mesopotamian texts we hear overtones
of anxiety, which seem to express a haunting fear that
the unaccountable and turbulent powers may at any

time bring disaster to human society.

HENRI FRANKFORT
1897-1954

Egyptologist and archaeologist.
Born into a Dutch Jewish family,
Frankfort became a leading scholar
in the fields of archaeology and
cultural anthropology, especially on
the religious systems of the ancient
Near East. He authored many books
and articles on these subjects.

Illustration of Abraham smashing his father’s idols, from the Herlingen Haggadah, 1725. (The Braginsky Collection)




TEXT 83

RABBI BACHYA IBN PAKUDAH, DUTIES OF THE HEART, CHAPTER 2
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When you know that there are people who have
compassion and pity for you, you will trust them and
be at peace in all matters upon which you depend on
them ... provided that they are strong, undefeatable, and
cannot be prevented from fulfilling what is requested of
them. But if they are weak, they cannot be relied upon,
even if it is clear that they are compassionate and caring,
due to the many areas in which they are restricted. . . .
In addition, you must be certain that they are absolutely
generous and kind. . . .

Now, if people were to have all these traits . . . it would
behoove those who know this to place their trust in
them, and to be totally at peace, internally and externally,
in their hearts and limbs, and to be faithful to them,
and to accept and favorably regard all their judgments

and actions.
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RABBI BACHYA IBN PAKUDAH
11TH CENTURY

Moral philosopher and author. Ibn
Pakudah lived in Muslim Spain,
but little else is known about his
life. Chovot Halevavot (Duties of the
Heart), his major work, was intended
to be a guide for attaining spiritual
perfection. Originally written in
Judeo-Arabic and published in
1080, it was later translated into
Hebrew and published in 1161 by
Judah ibn Tibbon, a scion of the
famous family of translators. Ibn
Pakudah had a strong influence

on Jewish pietistic literature.

Psychological optimism

or theological optimism?
Rabbi Mendel Kalmenson
addresses this:
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TEXT 8 b

RABBI BACHYA IBN PAKUDAH, DUTIES OF THE HEART,
INTRODUCTION TO THE GATE OF TRUST
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The benefits of trust in G-d . . . include tranquility of the
heart in the face of worldly worries. . . . The one who has
trust finds serenity, security, and peacefulness within this
world. As it is written, “Blessed is the man who trusts in

G-d; G-d will be his reassurance” (JEREMIAH 17:7).

Israeli soldier praying, 30 November, 2011. (Israel Defense Forces)

Natan Sharansky reveals
the secret of his endurance
in Soviet prison in this
exclusive interview with JLI:
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TEXT 9

RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS, “THE BIRTH OF HOPE
(BECHUKQOTAI 5779),” RABBISACKS.ORG

Hope is one of the very greatest Jewish contributions
to Western civilization, so much so that I have called
Judaism “the voice of hope in the conversation of
humankind” In the ancient world, there were tragic
cultures in which people believed that the gods were
at best indifferent to our existence, at worst actively
malevolent. The best humans can do is avoid their
attention or appease their wrath. In the end, though, it
is all in vain. We are destined to see our dreams wrecked
on the rocks of reality. . . .

The great tragedians were Greek. Biblical Hebrew did
not even contain a word that meant “tragedy” in the
Greek sense. Modern Hebrew had to borrow the word:
hence, tragedia. . . .

Hope is not unknown in such cultures, but it is what
Aristotle defined as “a waking dream,” a private wish
that things might be otherwise.
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Rabbi Simon Jacobson
explains why hope and

purpose are critical gifts
of Judaism:
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Exercise 2.3

1 Recall an experience you've had in which, after a
period of doubt, things turned out unexpectedly well.

2 Now, if you can, recall the feelings and thoughts you
had before the unexpectedly good results.

3 Think of a concern that you are presently facing.
How might the past experience that you just thought
about, coupled with the teachings about trust that we
just examined, be used to change your current feelings?
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MIDRASH, EICHAH RABAH 3:8 (%)
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An analogy: A king entered a province accompanied by
dukes, prefects, and commanders. . . . One person said,
“I am taking a duke as my patron.” Another said, “I am
taking a prefect as my patron.” And still another said, “I

am taking a commander as my patron.”

One clever individual was there among them who said,

“I am taking the king. .. ”

So it is with the nations of the world: Some of them
worship the sun, some worship the moon, and some of
them worship wood and stone. But Israel serves none
other than G-d Himself.

This is the intent of the verse, ““G-d is my portion, says
my soul” (LAMENTATIONS 3:24), whose Oneness I
proclaim twice each day, “Hear, O Israel, the L-rd is our

G-d, the L-rd is One” (DEUTERONOMY 6:4).
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EICHAH RABAH

A Midrashic text on the Book of
Lamentations, produced by the sages
of the Talmud in the Land of Israel.
Its language closely resembles that
of the Jerusalem Talmud. It was first
printed in Pesaro, Italy, in 1519,
together with 4 other midrashic
works on the other 4 megilot.



TEXT 11

RABBI MENACHEM MENDEL OF LUBAVITCH, DERECH MITSVOTECHA, P. 138A

MY AMPPITL TV iYW 1037 7100 1120 vRYl 17 92)
W20 NT2 MIN

PPRT 073 N PRIV 12 PRT 023 20 PR 0D IN) VT 0N PR
JOR T IR V)W LN PR 2YID NI OYIY

When our master and teacher [Rabbi Shne’'ur Zalman of
Liadi] would enter a state of spiritual ecstasy, he would

be heard exclaiming:

“I want nothing at all! I don’t want Your Paradise. I
don’t want Your World to Come. I want nothing but
You alone.”

TEXT 1 2

RABBI SHNE'UR ZALMAN OF LIADI, TANYA, CHAPTER 44
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This is the whole raison détre of man: to come to
know the glory of G-d and the splendid majesty of His
greatness, each person according to their capacity. As
is written in the Zohar (2, 428), [G-d’s creation of the
world is] “so that humanity may know Him.”
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RABBI MENACHEM MENDEL OF LUBAVITCH
(TSEMACH TSEDEK) 1789-1866

Chasidic rebbe and noted author.
The Tsemach Tsedek was the third
leader of the Chabad Chasidic
movement and a noted authority
on Jewish law. His numerous works
include halachic responsa, Chasidic
discourses, and kabbalistic writings.
Active in the communal affairs

of Russian Jewry, he worked to
alleviate the plight of the cantonists,
Jewish children kidnapped to

serve in the Czar’s army. He

passed away in Lubavitch, leaving
seven sons and two daughters.

RABBI SHNE'UR ZALMAN OF LIADI
(ALTER REBBE) 1745-1812

Chasidic rebbe, halachic authority,
and founder of the Chabad
movement. The Alter Rebbe was
born in Liozna, Belarus, and was
among the principal students of the
Magid of Mezeritch. His numerous
works include the Tanya, an early
classic containing the fundamentals
of Chabad Chasidism, and Shulchan
Aruch HaRav, an expanded and
reworked code of Jewish law.



Exercise 2.4

On a scale of 1-10, ask yourself: How often do I
contemplate G-d being the Creator of the entire universe,

including myself and all aspects of my life?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
RARELY OFTEN

How might I specifically benefit if I thought about this
more often, perhaps on a regularly scheduled basis?

What is preventing me from making regular meditation

about the Creator a part of my routine?

What steps can I take to make this practice more a part

of my routine?
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1 Beyond Judaism’s direct influence on the world’s
major religions, elements of the Jewish concept of
monotheism have greatly influenced modern thinking

in general.

2 The pagans believed that the various forces of nature
were gods, each vying for dominance, and all indifferent
to humankind.

3 Abraham spread the belief in the one, nonmaterial,
benevolent G-d Who created the world and humanity
for a dignified purpose.

4 Knowing that the entire universe was created
intentionally by G-d brings us to the realization that
the world in general, and our lives in particular, have a
purpose. Meaning and purpose give us motivation and

happiness in our lives.

5 We can be optimistic when we realize that G-d has
exclusive control over all that transpires in the universe

and that He is interested in our benefit and good.

6 Recognizing and contemplating G-d’s oneness
and greatness is not only a means to an end but is
humankind’s goal in and of itself.
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Appendix

TEXT 1 3

MIDRASH, BEREISHIT RABAH 38:13
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Terach was an idol manufacturer. Once he had to travel
somewhere, and he left Abraham in charge of his store.
When someone would come in to buy idols, Abraham

would ask, “How old are you?”

They would reply, “Fifty or sixty.”
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Abraham would then respond, “Woe to him who is sixty
years old and wants to worship something made today!”
Ashamed, the customer would leave.

One time, a woman entered carrying a dish filled with
flour. She said to him, “Here you go; offer it before them.”

Abraham arose, took a club in his hands, and broke all
of the idols, and then he placed the club in the hands of
the largest idol among them.

When his father returned, he asked, “Who did all
of this?”

Abraham replied, “I cannot conceal this from you. A
woman came bearing a dish of flour and told me to offer
it before them. As I did so, they each began to say, ‘T will
eat first, while the others said, ‘I will eat first” The biggest
one rose, took a club, and smashed the rest of them.”

Terach said, “Do you think you can trick me? Do these
idols have any cognition?!”

To which Abraham replied, “Do your ears hear what

your mouth is saying?!”
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[ 61]

TEXT 1 4

TALMUD, SOTAH 10A-10B
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“And he called there [vayikra] on the name of the L-rd,
G-d of the universe” (GeNEsIs 21:33). Reish Lakish
said, “Do not read this word literally as ‘vayikra—and he
called’ but rather as ‘vayakri—and he caused others to
call! This teaches that Abraham, our forefather, caused
the name of G-d to be called out in the mouths of all
passersby. How so? After his guests ate and drank, they
arose to bless him. He said to them, ‘But did you eat from
what is mine? Rather, you ate from the food belonging
to the G-d of the world. Give thanks, praise, and bless
the One Who spoke and the world came into being!™
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