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Fill Your Own Cup 5786 — Summer Series
Power and Powerlessness in Jewish Texts — Session One

1) Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Not in God's Name: Confronting Religious Violence, pp. 4

Not all at once but ultimately it [Judaism] made extraordinary claims. It said that every human being,
regardless of colour, culture, class or creed, was in the image and likeness of God. The supreme Power
intervened in history to liberate the supremely powerless. A society is judged by the way it treats its
weakest and most vulnerable members. Life is sacred. Murder is both a crime and a sin. Between
people there should be a covenantal bond of righteousness and justice, mercy and compassion,
forgiveness and love. Though in its early books the Hebrew Bible commanded war, within centuries its
prophets, Isaiah and Micah, became the first voices to speak of peace as an ideal. A day would come,
they said, when the peoples of the earth would turn their swords into ploughshares, their spears into
pruning hooks, and wage war no more. According to the Hebrew Bible, Abrahamic monotheism entered
the world as a rejection of imperialism and the use of force to make some men masters and others
slaves. Abraham himself, the man revered by 2.4 billion Christians, 1.6 billion Muslims and 13 million
Jews, ruled no empire, commanded no army, conquered no territory, performed no miracles and
delivered no prophecies.

2) Rabbi Shlomo Riskin: Necessary Power: A Rejoinder to Jonathan Sacks, Jewish Review of Books,
Fall 2016
https://jewishreviewofbooks.com/articles/2291/necessary-power-a-rejoinder-to-jonathan-sacks/

And when Rabbi Sacks writes, “It is not our task” (and it was not Abraham'’s task) “to conquer or
convert the world or to enforce uniformity of belief. It is our task to be a blessing to the world. The use
of religion for political ends is not righteousness but idolatry,” it seems to me that he oversimplifies
matters. Yes, the task of Abraham and his progeny is to be a blessing to the world but that blessing is
defined as commanding the future generations to embody and teach compassionate righteousness
and moral justice. This is the necessary corollary to the biblical dictum that God created the human
being in His image, and the major moral principle of the Bible, “You shall love your neighbor as you love
yourself,” because he is like yourself (Lev. 19:18). As both Rashi and Maimonides describe him,
Abraham was the consummate missionary preaching ethical monotheism wherever he went. As such,
he became the model for the Jewish mission to the world. Even before the Revelation at Sinai, Israel
was charged with being a kingdom of priest-teachers and a holy nation, and Isaiah, Micah, Zechariah,
and Zephaniah all speak of the world accepting at least ethical monotheism at the end of days and our
function as a light unto the nations. Note well, however, that none of them speak of uniformity of belief.
In the words of Micah, “Though all the people walk / Each in the ways of its gods, / We will walk / In the
name of God our God / Forever and ever.” (4:5).

Finally, in his response, Rabbi Sacks writes “Judaism never advocated powerlessness, but it did protest
attributing religious significance to power.” | would argue, on the contrary, that power is religiously
significant if and only if it is used to religiously significant ends. This is why we have the concept of a
milchemet mitzva, an obligatory, defensive war. It is also why our sages added the al ha-nissim prayer
to commemorate the victories of the Maccabees on Hanukkah, and it is why we recite Hallel now on
Yom Yerushalayim. The American founding fathers, who gave us the separation of church and state,
understood this. They saw the revolution against England as an expression of Divine Service. Indeed,
Benjamin Franklin's initial draft for the Great Seal of the United States pictured the Egyptians drowning
in the Reed Sea while the triumphant Hebrews rose above the turbulent waves, with the caption reading
“Rebellion to tyrants is obedience to God.”
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Power often corrupts and absolute power often corrupts absolutely, but the greatest corruption of all

comes with the withholding of power, which grants victory to tyrants.

l. Avraham as Test Case

3) Genesis 12:1-9

1) God said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from
your father’s house to the land that | will show you.

2) | will make of you a great nation, And | will bless you; | will make
your name great, And you shall be a blessing.

3) I will bless those who bless you And curse him that curses you;
And all the families of the earth Shall bless themselves by you.”
4) Abram went forth as God had commanded him, and Lot went
with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he left Haran.

5) Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot, and all the
wealth that they had amassed, and the persons that they had
acquired in Haran; and they set out for the land of Canaan. When
they arrived in the land of Canaan,

6) Abram passed through the land as far as the site of Shechem,
at the terebinth of Moreh. The Canaanites were then in the land.
7) God appeared to Abram and said, “I will assign this land to your
offspring.” And he built an altar there to God who had appeared to
him.

8) From there he moved on to the hill country east of Bethel and
pitched his tent, with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east; and he
built there an altar to God and invoked God by name.

9) Then Abram journeyed by stages toward the Negeb
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4) Genesis 18:16-33

16) The men set out from there and looked down toward Sodom,
Abraham walking with them to see them off.

17) Now God had said, “Shall | hide from Abraham what | am about
to do,

18) since Abraham is to become a great and populous nation and all
the nations of the earth are to bless themselves by him?

19) For | have singled him out, that he may instruct his children and
his posterity to keep the way of God by doing what is just and right,
in order that God may bring about for Abraham what He has
promised him.”

20)Then God said, “The outrage of Sodom and Gomorrah is so
great, and their sin so grave!

21) 1 will go down to see whether they have acted altogether
according to the outcry that has reached Me; if not, | will take note.”
22) The men went on from there to Sodom, while Abraham
remained standing before God.

23) Abraham came forward and said, “Will You sweep away the
innocent along with the guilty?
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24) What if there should be fifty innocent within the city; will You
then wipe out the place and not forgive it for the sake of the
innocent fifty who are in it?

25) Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon the
innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent and guilty fare alike.
Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?”
26) And God answered, “If | find within the city of Sodom fifty
innocent ones, | will forgive the whole place for their sake.”

27) Abraham spoke up, saying, “Here | venture to speak to my Lord, |
who am but dust and ashes:

28) What if the fifty innocent should lack five? Will You destroy the
whole city for want of the five?” And He answered, “I will not destroy
if | find forty-five there.”

29) But he spoke to Him again, and said, “What if forty should be
found there?” And He answered, “I will not do it, for the sake of the
forty.”

30) And he said, “Let not my Lord be angry if | go on: What if thirty
should be found there?” And He answered, “I will not do it if | find
thirty there.”

31) And he said, “I venture again to speak to my Lord: What if twenty
should be found there?” And He answered, “I will not destroy, for the
sake of the twenty.”

32) And he said, “Let not my Lord be angry if | speak but this last
time: What if ten should be found there?” And He answered, “I will
not destroy, for the sake of the ten.”

33) When God had finished speaking to Abraham, He departed; and
Abraham returned to his place.
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5) Sfat Emet Lech Lecha 5632, Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter (79th
C Poland)

According to the holy Zohar, this itself is [Abraham's] praise that he
heard the statement "Go you," uttered by God to all people at all times.
As it is written: "Woe to those who sleep in their caves." Yet Avraham
Avinu, (Abraham, our father) may he rest in peace, heard and obeyed.
And because of this [God's] utterance is called after him alone, for
nobody else but him heard it. This itself is certainly [his] praise, that he
was ready to hear [God's] utterance.
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1. Sinai as Test Case

6) Exodus 19:1-9, 16 - 20

1) On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from
the land of Egypt, on that very day, they entered the wilderness of
Sinai. 2) Having journeyed from Rephidim, they entered the
wilderness of Sinai and encamped in the wilderness. Israel
encamped there in front of the mountain, 3) and Moses went up to
God. God called to him from the mountain, saying, "Thus shall you
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say to the house of Jacob and declare to the children of

Israel: 4) 'You have seen what | did to the Egyptians, how | bore you
on eagles' wings and brought you to Me. 5) Now then, if you will
obey Me faithfully and keep My covenant, you shall be My treasured
possession among all the peoples. Indeed, all the earth is

Mine, 6) but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy
nation.' These are the words that you shall speak to the children of
Israel.”

7) Moses came and summoned the elders of the people and put
before them all that God had commanded him. 8) All the people
answered as one, saying, "All that God has spoken we will do!" And
Moses brought back the people's words to the Lord. 9) And God
said to Moses, "l will come to you in a thick cloud, in order that the
people may hear when | speak with you and so trust you ever after."
Then Moses reported the people's words to the Lord...

16) On the third day, as morning dawned, there was thunder, and
lightning, and a dense cloud upon the mountain, and a very loud
blast of the horn; and all the people who were in the camp
trembled. 17) Moses led the people out of the camp toward God,
and they took their places at the bottom of the mountain. 18) Now
Mount Sinai was all in smoke, for God had come down upon it in
fire; the smoke rose like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole
mountain trembled violently. 19) The blare of the horn grew louder
and louder. As Moses spoke, God answered him in thunder (lit. a
voice). 20) God came down upon Mount Sinai, on the top of the
mountain, and God called Moses to the top of the mountain and
Moses went up.
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7) Babylonian Talmud Tractate Shabbat 88a

And they stood at the bottom of the Mountain — Rav Avdimi the son of
Hama the son of Hasa: This teaches us that God hung the mountain over
their heads and said to them: If you accept the Torah —that is good,
however if you do not — you will be buried here on this spot.

Rav Aha the son of Yaakov said: This is a great claim against the Torah!
(i.e.The entire covenant is now in question, as the people did not accept
willingly)

Rava says — even so, the people accepted the Torah in the days of
Achashverosh. As is says: The Jews undertook and irrevocably obligated
themselves, they obligated themselves in the Torah that they had already
accepted.
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