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The Jewish people have existed for thousands of years – born in antiquity, living through the Middle Ages and the dawn of the modern era, and continuing to endure today. The Jewish people can be distinguished and characterized by six components that comprise its identity. 	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: Added for clarity and style
The first is the intellectual revolution represented by the Hebrew Bible. The ancient Israelite faith was profoundly different from those of other ancient peoples. 
The second is the heavy burden borne by the Jews in exile. Human history knows no precedent to their experience – they were a people living outside of their homeland for many generations, spread out across a wide geographical range. Nevertheless, they were never assimilated completely into the peoples who surrounded them. 
The third component is the Jewish people’s special connection to the Land of Israel despite their physical distance from it. This connection emerged immediately after the destruction of the First Temple and continued to feature prominently (and uniquely) within the nation’s culture – in its prayers, its blessings, its poetry, and its philosophy – for more than a thousand years.	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: מורגש
A free translation
The fourth component is the nation’s literary-cultural-religious output. Jewish literature is rich and diverse, and, in the eyes of many, it is what makes the Jews the consummate “people of the book” – be it for praise or condemnation. 
The fifth component is the irregular oppression suffered by the Jewish people during its exile. For years the Jewish people suffered persecutions, expulsions, pogroms, forced conversions and all manners of malice and spite. In the twentieth century the Jewish people faced the specter of utter annihilation, a threat bearing singular and unprecedented characteristics. 
The sixth component is the Zionist movement. Human history has seen many nations leave their lands; but to return to a land and revive one’s ancient tongue – only the Jewish people can boast such an accomplishment. 
In this book I set out to describe these unique components of Jewish identity, to understand the relationships between them and to weave them together into a single, contiguous historical narrative – I wish, in other words, to tell the story of Jewish history.



Chapter One
The Faith of Israel 

The world of the Bible is populated by nations whose dominions stretched over large swathes of territory, by peoples who built glorious empires, and civilizations that produced rich cultures. European archaeologists and adventurers who made their way to the Middle East in the modern era uncovered the remnants of great cities in Mesopotamia in which advanced cultures had emerged and flourished. In the city of Shuruppak they found clay tablets inscribed with Sumerian cuneiform, the first writing known to mankind. The antiquities of Nippur attested to a great cultic center filled with singers and musicians, priests and magicians. The walls of Sippar were built in approximately 1750 BCE[footnoteRef:1]; it was a booming center of the horse and textile trade. The ruins of Nineveh, the last capital of the Assyrian empire, could still be seen well by the European archaeologists. They discovered a palace with enormous courtyards, giant sculptures, and a capacious library. Many of the temples discovered in these cities had thick walls and powerful foundations. Their treasuries held valuables, and their chambers were fora for discussion, ceremony, and celebration.  [1:  All dates from here on forward are before the common era, unless stated otherwise. ] 

Under the dust and the ruins that covered these ancient sites of Mesopotamia, archaeologists found potters’ wheels and glass vessels, diagrams of the heavens, and texts filled with mathematical calculations – including the now universal division of a circle into 360 degrees. Upon thousands of tablets (their inscriptions decoded by no small efforts) they formulated laws, crafted poems, and composed literature. Among other things, archaeologists uncovered the Code of Hammurabi – a legal digest that contained methods of governance, property law, and laws of slavery. They also found the Epic of Gilgamesh, an account of world literature’s first hero. 	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: added	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: סדרי שלטון
Closer to the Land of Israel, in the vicinity of modern-day Syria, lay the cities of Ebla and Mari, reaching their golden ages in the year 2500. To their west, on the Mediterranean coast, lay Ugarit, a city that flourished until approximately 1200. In their ruins, archaeologists uncovered temples and statues; they found hundreds of written tablets containing political, administrative, and economic material – not to mention legends and poems. All of this confirmed that here, as in Mesopotamia, people had led materially and spiritually sophisticated lives. 

To the southwest of the Land of Israel lay Egypt. When it was first united into an empire in circa 3100 it became the largest political entity in the world. The archaeological discoveries uncovered by Egyptologists included palaces, temples, and fortresses – not to mention royal tombs filled with treasures, elaborate works of art, and hieroglyphics inscribed on walls, steles, and papyri. These artifacts tell the story of an enduring kingdom with a rich and diverse culture. 
In those times long past, the People of Israel were a far-cry from urban and commercial power. Their cultural horizons did not extend to the natural sciences, mathematics, or the subtle abstractions of philosophy. Israel was a group of shepherds and agriculturalists and the bulk of their creative force was dedicated to storytelling, poetry, aphorisms, prophecy, and moral instruction. Some of these have been preserved in the Hebrew Bible and they represent an impressive cultural achievement that has stood the test of time, inspiring many peoples throughout history until our present day. But while the biblical tales are indeed intricate and certainly beautiful – truly standing out among the literatures of antiquity – their most amazing quality is the religious doctrines which they embody. The Israelite faith is a singular phenomenon in human history, and a wide gulf separates it from other ancient beliefs. The Bible does not present these beliefs in systematic fashion; the doctrines of the biblical religion emerge from the narratives, poems, aphorisms, moral instructions and prophecies of Scripture. 	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: דברי חוכמה	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: מוסר	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: Added for clarity
The Israelite faith asserted that only one true God reigns this world. He is ascendant over nature and its laws. 
***
The beliefs of the Ancient Near East (and those of many other regions across the globe) were characteristically diverse. Every place had different names for the gods and different rituals for serving them. Nevertheless, the beliefs of ancient peoples were, throughout the world, predicated on a single fundamental principle: While the gods are indeed very powerful, they are not the source of all the power in the world. They can manipulate reality but can never fully control it. Something – some “first existent”– precedes the gods and curbs their abilities. This “first existent” is responsible for the laws of reality in which the gods operate, laws that bind even the most powerful deities.	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: הויה ראשונית
May be a technical term
We can summarize the idea as follows: The gods are subject to the laws of nature, those laws which govern the entire world. This view was given expression in the mythical tales of the tribes and nations of antiquity. According to mythological creation accounts, the gods did not create reality – they did not precede it – rather they themselves were born into a reality filled with many preexistent and established forces: primordial waters, endless time and space, infinite light and darkness, and even an egg containing the seed of all creatures, to name just a few of the hundreds of images. Furthermore, because the laws of reality applied to gods and men alike, the world of the deities was envisioned as very similar to that of man. The gods had many convoluted family relations – they had husbands and wives, fathers and sons. The gods loved and desired; they coveted and hated. In ancient myths, we find gods who eat and drink, gods who require healing remedies and who use vessels, gods who can sin and do wrong, and even gods who die and are reborn. The notion that gods and men shared the same world was so entrenched, that we even hear of humans cohabiting with gods or even becoming gods themselves. 
[bookmark: _Hlk516093634]This idea of a “first existent” gave rise to the view that our world is controlled by a force more powerful than the gods and unbeholden to them – fate. The gods, like men, are viewed as beings who are subject to fate; they are bound and curbed by its dictates. Furthermore, the fact that the gods are subject to the laws of reality and fate, means that a person who can gain mastery over fate and its natural laws would thereby gain mastery over the gods themselves. For this reason, all nations strived to understand the laws of nature, to control its mysterious paths. The ancient world produced a voluminous magical literature which sought to precisely formulate those laws which would allow humans to use sorcery, a means of influencing reality a way to subject divine beings to their will. Moreover, in many ancient religions, the gods themselves availed themselves of magic, using it to impose their will on the world and their divine rivals.
The faith of Israel was diametrically opposed to this world-encompassing belief-system. The Israelite religion completely did away with the notion of God’s subjugation to the laws of nature and reality. Standing at the center of biblical religion is a supreme deity who is the cause of all things and whose will governs reality with no limitations or boundaries. This is the reason why the biblical god has no biography, no theogony (i.e., an account of divine birth and life events), and no theomachy (tales of intra-divine wars). The biblical god is not beholden to the natural laws of fertility; He has no family, no wife, and no children. Supreme over all things, He is also exempt from bodily functions; He does not need food, drink, or sleep. He is not bound by time; He always was and always will be. There are no powers above the biblical God, no fate or divine competitor shares his task of determining the events of this world. The biblical God is not influenced by magic; He has no need for it. All of his wisdom is within Himself. There are, it is true, non-human beings in Scripture. There are primordial monsters, angels, and even Satan. However, their existence and function never undermine the basic principle of the Hebrew Bible – that there is a single God who is absolutely supreme and absolutely sovereign. 

But there was one exception to God’s absolute reign.  In the biblical worldview, there is still one domain in which God’s will does not govern, and that is the free will of humans. Scripture contains no accounts of God’s life, or any mythological dramas in which he contends with divine powers – dramas which are so characteristic of the beliefs that prevailed in other ancient religions. Instead, Scripture paints another kind of drama: the tension between the will of God and the will of humankind. Humans can choose to do good, to fulfill God’s commandments. However, they can also rebel; they can sin and choose evil – a choice which they often make.
The nonexistence of intra-divine drama in Scripture and the preoccupation with the relationship between God and mankind leads to a focus on human events and affairs. Thus, there is a deep connection between the Israelite faith and the tales of human society. In other words, there is a focus on history. The English scholar Herbert Butterfield, an expert on historiography, drew attention to this fact: 
No ancient people […] ever conducted so thorough a review of the course of its own life. No people had ever offered a comparable interpretation of the nation’s history and destiny. [In the Bible,] religion and history were brought into a reciprocal relationship of utmost importance: God plays the role of arbiter in human history; whereas mankind, for hundreds of years, has sought to understand His rationale. The attitude [of the ancient Hebrews] to the past meant that for the first time, history had a major influence on human thought. They are responsible for the view – a view that was by no means conventional at that time – that the events of secular history are important and worthy of note. Scripture speaks of a God who reveals Himself in history – a God who takes interest in the affairs of mankind and plays an active role in the events as they unfold. Thus, divinity was driven out of the impractical realm of mythology and brought into direct contact with the real world.[footnoteRef:2]	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: I’m almost certain that this is a translation from English but the אנציקלופדיה עברית provides no details… so please find my own translation. 	Comment by Avi Kallenbach: לעמוד על טעמו [2:  Herbert Butterfield, “Historiografia,” in Ha-‘Entseqlopedia ha-‘ivrit, vol. 14, 263.] 

Salo Baron, one of the greatest Jewish historians of the twentieth century, wrote along similar lines: 
[T]his people was also the first to write great history. Historical narratives, songs, and the like existed among all nations. But a consecutive historical literature with that fine combination of factual statement, pragmatic interpretation, and charming presentation, as composed by the Hebrew writers and compilers between the tenth and eighth centuries, finds no parallel whatever in other ancient literatures. […][footnoteRef:3] [3:  Salo Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews: Volume 1 Ancient Times, Part 1 (New York, 1952), 25. ] 

The biblical view of a single, supreme God was enhanced by another element which represented an essential and fundamental repudiation of the faiths of all the ancient peoples of the world. This view stated that unlike God, the one and only true deity, all the gods of the nations, are nothing but idols; they are mere wood and stone. Scripture does not recognize pagan religion at all. As far as it is concerned, pagan idolatry is an ignorant and vain pursuit; it lowers humanity’s worth and distances it from God. For the Nation of Israel, it was a sin with fateful consequences for its own destiny. 
This distinction between the religious rites of other nations and those of Israel are instructive about an essential element of the Bible’s view of Israel’s uniqueness. The belief in a supreme, absolute, and all-powerful deity imbued the Bible’s message with a universal quality. The biblical god necessarily encompasses the entire world and the full gamut of human experience. Nevertheless, the Bible had an unquestionably national element as well. The biblical narrative begins by describing humanity as a whole – beginning with Adam, it presents the lineages of all the nations known to the Bible, from Greece to Cyprus in the West, the nations of Asia Minor and Persia in the east, and the peoples of Arabia and northern Africa. This universal picture is, however, quickly superseded when the narrative begins to focus on Abraham the Hebrew, discussing him and his descendants, describing those who adhered to this unique brand of faith. Indeed, according to the Bible, the God of the world is the God of the Nation of Israel.
[bookmark: _GoBack]This nation regarded itself as a chosen people. They believed that the single supreme God had revealed Himself to their ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob – had accompanied them, had blessed them, and established an eternal covenant with them. All of the nation’s stories and hymns express the belief that it is guided by the God of its forefathers, leading it throughout its life. This is how God reveals Himself in the world. Israel’s adherence to this faith throughout its history sealed its fate for generations to come, eventually exerting an influence upon all of world history. 




