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National Particularity and Universality in Jewish Identity: 

An Ethnic and Spiritual Synthesis
By: Rabbi Henri Noach
One of the distinctive features of Jewish identity and of the Jewish religious world view is the paradoxical coexistence of universalistic and particularistic motifs and characteristics. These are generally considered to stand in contradiction to one another. At the very least, we must avow that a definite tension informs their relationship. The Jewish people, as the standard bearers of the all-embracing creed of ethical monotheism, serve a universal purpose. Nonetheless, its fulfillment is posited upon a strict adherence to a distinctly national affiliation. On the face of it, these dual imperatives would appear to be antithetical. The primary object of this essay will be to demonstrate that in Judaism they are complementary values and that their synthetic unity is an essential attribute of Jewish identity. A secondary purpose will be to examine the ramifications of this phenomenon in regard to the unique ability of the Jews to withstand and transcend the forces of history. Finally, special attention will be focused upon the relationship between the Jewish people and the land of Israel within the wider context of the perennial existence and universal role of the Jews – now, in the past, and into the future. 
The dual motifs of universalism and Jewish national particularity figure prominently in the biblical narrative, rabbinical literature, and theological writings, and are manifest in the existential and socio-psychological dynamics of Jewish life. Jewish prayer, which encapsulates essential Jewish beliefs and aspirations, historical traditions and eschatological visions, likewise affords a primary frame of reference from which to examine this subject. A particular passage of the Rosh Hashanah liturgy, one which we encounter throughout the various services of the New Year, is a case in point. This passage, which is part of the Kedushah, the third blessing of the Amidah, is the first of the festive prayers specifically intended for the Days of Awe. In keeping with Talmudic tradition, it places special emphasis on the universal character of the judgement pronounced on this solemn day. It gives voice to a yearning for the day when all peoples will acknowledge the sovereignty of God: “Now, Lord our God, put thy awe upon all whom thou hast created; let thy works revere thee…may they all blend into one brotherhood to do thy will with a perfect heart”. Thereafter, we pray for the welfare of the Jewish people and the land of Israel: “Grant joy to thy land and gladness to thy city”. Here, the focus is particularistic. How do these dual motifs connect? What is the thematic thread that binds them together? 
Israelite Identity as a Universal Paradigm in Bible and Midrash

The history of mankind as it is portrayed in the Hebrew Scriptures is not a sequential chronicle of disparate events. The Bible is principally concerned with the ethical evolution of humanity. The human drama, as it unfolds beyond the pristine setting of the Garden of Eden, begins with the slaying of Abel by his brother Cain. At the very outset, the alienation between Man and God, with the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, inexorably leads to the estrangement of brothers from one another. “Thou shalt love thy fellow as thyself, I am the Lord your God”: Rabbi ‘Akiva taught: klal gadol ba Torah - “this is the fundamental principle of the Torah”. Man’s ability to coexist with his fellow is the ultimate vindication of the gift of life with which we have been endowed by God. The Bible underlines this lesson from the very beginning of the narrative. Its flagrant disregard in the generation of Noah, when “the earth was filled with violence” (Genesis 6:13) led God “to repent that He had made man on the earth” (Genesis 6:6).
With the appearance of Abraham, the universal human drama is enacted once again, but it is transposed onto the stage of a particular family. Beginning with the rivalry between Abraham, the first Patriarch of Israel, and his nephew Lot, it reappears with that which pits his wife Sarah against her handmaid, Hagar. Then Ishmael, Isaac’s half brother, “makes sport” of Isaac’s filial status as Abraham’s heir (Genesis 21:9 and Rashi’s Commentary). Isaac and Rebecca’s sons, Jacob and Esau, contend over their respective claims to the birthright; Esau “hated Jacob because of the blessing wherewith his father blessed him” and vows in his heart to slay his brother Jacob as soon as “the days of mourning for my father be at hand” (Genesis 27:41). 
Fraternal strife reaches a crescendo in the story of Joseph and his brothers. The rivalry between them heralds the beginning of the exile of the Israelite tribes. But the drama that is played out in this Biblical episode transcends in symbolic scope and significance its immediate familial context. Midrashic – homiletic rabbinical - commentary has discerned the underlying universal relevance of the narrative. 
In Genesis 37:2, we read: “These are the generations of Jacob, Joseph…” The immediate juxtaposition of these two names suggests a close resemblance between Jacob and his son. The midrash singles out a number of common traits and events in their lives. Both squared off against the hatred and murderous schemes of brethren, and both lived much of their lives in exile. Likewise, Joseph’s facial features were strikingly similar to his father’s (Bereshith Rabba ch. 84). The midrash establishes a revealing parallel likeness between Jacob and Adam: tradition has it that “Jacob’s beauty was the equal of that of Adam” (Yalkut Me’Am Lo’Ez on Genesis 25:26). Isaac, upon blessing his son Jacob, exclaims: “See, my son’s fragrance is like the fragrance of a field blessed by God” (Genesis 27:27); this was the pristine fragrance of the Garden of Eden (Rashi). The similarity between Adam and Jacob extends therefore to Joseph. Taken together, these traditions regard the conflict between Joseph and his brothers as a replay of the existential alienation that plagues humanity from the very beginning of the Biblical narrative. 
The extrapolation of the fraternal strife within the family of Israel, as portrayed in the story of Joseph and his brothers, to the plane of a universal paradigm is suggested in a revealing midrashic tradition regarding a particular gift with which Joseph was endowed: Joseph was conversant in all of the 70 languages of antiquity. These were the languages of the original 70 nations descended from the sons of Noah (Genesis 10:1-32). Significantly, the number seventy “is emblematic of the totality of the human race” (Nahum Sarna on Genesis 10:1). In the Babylonian Talmud (Sotah 36b) it is related that Pharaoh’s astrologers initially objected to Pharaoh’s appointing Joseph as Viceroy of Egypt, exclaiming, “ `Wilt thou set in power over us a slave whom his master bought for twenty pieces of silver!’ He replied to them, `I discern in him royal characteristics.’ They said to him, `In that case he must be acquainted with the seventy languages’ (it being the custom of the Egyptians that none could reign over them unless he was master of all the seventy languages – Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews). On the morrow, in whatever language Pharaoh conversed with him he replied to him; but when (Joseph) spoke to him in the holy tongue he did not understand what he said. So he asked him to teach it to him; he taught it to him but he could not learn it. Pharaoh said to him, `Swear to me that thou wilt not reveal this’ (that he was ignorant of Hebrew, and a king was expected to know every language – Soncino Commentary); and he swore to him.”  Significantly, the Israelites’ national tongue, Hebrew, was the language spoken by Adam, with which God Himself created the world (Rashi, on Genesis 2:23). The unique universal dimension of the Israelite identity is clearly inferred.
Nachman Krochmal: The Jewish People as an ‘Am ‘Olam  

The Galician Jewish Hegelian philosopher, Nachman Krochmal (1785-1840), underlines the significance of the universality of Jewish identity as a determining factor in the perennial existence of the Jewish people. The continued survival of the Jews has, indeed, defied all rational explanation. Sigmund Freud, in the last paragraph of his last published work, Moses and Monotheism, averred that the Jewish people’s survival as a distinct civilization is “an enigma which it is impossible to explain in rational terms”. The American writer, Mark Twain, in his article Concerning the Jews, published in 1867, asks “what is the secret of (the Jews’) immortality?” He offers no attempt at an explanation. Krochmal, in his Guide to the Perplexed of Our Time, proposed a brilliant philosophical and quasi mystical elucidation of this unique historical phenomenon. Krochmal took issue with his mentor Hegel’s contention that Christianity “emancipated Jewish monotheism from its tribal attachment to the Jewish people and turned it into a world religion…It is at this turning point, when Judaism became, through its offspring, Christianity, a world religion, that Hegel also placed dialectically the end of historical Judaism. Once Israelite monotheism became, via Christianity, open to the whole of mankind, a separate and distinct existence of the Jewish people lost its justification” (Shlomo Avineri, The Making of Modern Zionism: The Intellectual Origins of the Jewish State). Empirically, the theory makes no sense, simply because the Jewish people continue to exist as a distinct religious-national civilization. For Hegel, “who viewed history as a succession of peoples contributing to world history and then disappearing, the continued existence of the Jews after making their historical contribution (monotheism) did pose a serious philosophical question” (Avineri).
According to Hegel, the historical raison d’etre of each civilization is its singular contribution to the dialectical development of ideas. He views history in terms of an evolutive elucidation of an ultimate metaphysical apotheosis – the Absolute. The Greeks contributed to this metahistorical synthesis in the field of aesthetics, and the Romans in the realm of statecraft. The Jewish contribution was the religious idea of monotheism, which, as we saw, Hegel considered to have been superseded by Christianity. Like the Greeks and the Romans, the Jews, having contributed their share, should have disappeared. They didn’t and, retrospectively, the rebirth of the Israeli polity after nearly two thousand years of exile lays bare even more sharply this flaw in Hegel’s philosophical scheme. 
Krochmal, whose ideas were prefigured by Rabbi Yehudah Liwa ben Bezalel, the Maharal of Prague (1512-1609), lays the groundwork for a dialectical refinement of the Hegelian system by refuting Hegel’s glaring inconsistency regarding the Jews, reintegrating them into the Hegelian framework, and thereby reinvigorating its philosophical premises. Krochmal avers that while the “contributions of other nations to world history have been of a particular nature, the Jewish contribution has been of a universal nature…The Jewish contribution of monotheism directly relates to the Absolute Spirit (and therefore) is not bound by time and space because it is itself absolute and universal and not subject to the ebb and flow of historical development” (Avineri). In Krochmal’s own words, all other civilizations “could not transcend particular spiritualities, and they identify them with what is still particular, related to time and space, and therefore transient. These nations have not yet reached the truly universal, which has actuality in the Absolute Spirit”. Thus, inexorably, like the Greeks and the Romans, they disappeared in the course of history by virtue of the transient and material nature of their particular spiritualities: “Such is the case with all nations whose spirituality is particular and hence finite and perishable. But in the case of our nation, though we too are subject to the laws of (finite) nature with regard to material aspects and sensuous externalities…our universal spirituality saves us from perishing” (Krochmal, The Guide to the Perplexed of Our Time). In Krochmal’s writings “the Jews themselves appear as the bearers of absolute universality…The people of Israel is elevated to the only historical phenomenon which is simultaneously metahistorical (linking) the eternal and the temporal, the philosophical and the historical…The Jewish people is hence `am `olam - in the double meaning of the term - a universal as well as an eternal people” (Avineri). 
The Jewish People as a Multitude of Nations: From Avram and Sarai

to Avraham and Sarah
The universal dimension of the identity of Israel finds expression in the very names of its progenitors, Abraham and Sarah. Nahum Sarna, in his commentary to the Book of Genesis, has written that, “in the psychology of the ancient Near Eastern world, a name was not merely a convenient means of identification, but was intimately bound up with the very essence of being and inextricably intertwined with personality” (The JPS Torah Commentary on Genesis, 17:5). In the Bible, names resonate with ontological overtones. Abraham’s original name was Avram. When God established an `everlasting covenant’ with Avram, He gives him a new name, Avraham, which means Av Hamon Goyim –  Father of a Multitude of Nations (Genesis 17:5). The Babylonian Talmud (Tractate Brachot 13a) explains the meaning of this change in nomenclature: “Initially, he was the father of Aram, but ultimately he became the father of the entire world”. Avram signifies Av Aram – the father of Aram. Abraham’s original name points to an identity which encapsulated the characteristic spirit of the Aramaic civilization. In Biblical Hebrew, Av means `father’, but in Talmudic Hebrew it also bears the meaning of principle or category. Understood in this light, Avram personifies the generic identity, the particular genius, of Aram. Likewise, in regard to Sarai, whose name is changed to Sarah (Genesis 17:15), the transition from the particular to the universal is indicated. The root of the name is sar, meaning prince or ruler, and in later, rabbinical Hebrew, it also denotes an angel, as well as a typological category defining the distinctive genius of a nation. In the same Talmudic passage, we read: “Initially, she was a princess to her nation, but later she became the princess of the entire world”. 
We may recall in this connection that Abraham was called a Hebrew (`ivri). Midrashic commentary avers that it refers to the fact that he spoke Hebrew (`ivrit) and that he descended from Eber (`ever) (Midrash Rabbah 42:8). Eber begot a son named Peleg, “for in his days the earth was divided (niflega)” (Genesis 10:25), alluding to the confusion of languages and the dispersion of the earth’s inhabitants that ensued from the destruction of the Tower of Babel (Rashi). Up until that time, the descendants of Adam had spoken Hebrew, as indicated in the Torah: “And the whole earth was of one language and of one speech” (Genesis 11:1), which, as Rashi indicates, was the lashon ha kodesh – the holy tongue. The Hebrew language was the linguistic matrix of the descendants of Adam before the dispersion of tongues and the crystallization of distinctive ethnicities. This language was preserved and transmitted to his descendants by Abraham. This fact is not merely significant in terms of linguistics; it has important ramifications in terms of identity. The existence of a meaningful correlation between cultural identity and language was established in the 1920s by the linguist Edward Sapir, refined by Benjamin Whorf, and developed into the well-known Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, in which the central idea is that “language functions, not simply as a device for reporting experience, but also, and more significantly, as a way of defining experience for its speakers” (Harry Hoijer, “The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis”, in Language in Culture). Thus, as Whorf stated, “the linguistic system of each language is not merely a reproducing instrument for voicing ideas but rather is itself the shaper of ideas, the program and guide for the individual’s mental activity, for his analysis of impressions, for his synthesis of his mental stock in trade” (ibid.). Hebrew, the language of Adam, is an all-important constitutive factor in shaping the universal Jewish mind frame and weltanschauung.
The Israelites not only inherited Hebrew as their national tongue; they spoke all of the languages of the original 70 nations that descended from Noah. This is intimated by the  census recorded at the end of the Book of Genesis, and again in the beginning of the Book of Exodus, of the number of individuals comprising the family of Israel at the time of their descent into Egypt; they numbered seventy souls (Genesis 46:27 and Exodus 1:5). We have already seen that the number seventy is metaphorically suggestive of the totality of the human race; it corresponds with the number of the original seventy nations of the world, descended from Noah and his 3 sons (Genesis, Chapter 10). The parallel with the cellular family of Israel is indicated in Deuteronomy (32:8): “When the Most High gave to the nations their inheritance, when He separated the children of Adam, He set the borders of the peoples according to the number of the children of Israel”. Rashi, echoing Siphre, the midrashic anthology of the early Talmudic period, comments: “When He scattered the generation which witnessed the separation of races, He also had the power to remove them from the world, yet He did not do so…because of the number of the children of Israel that were in future to descend from Shem’s sons, and in accordance with the number of seventy souls of the children of Israel who went down to Egypt He firmly established the nations according to their boundaries – i.e. seventy separate nations”. It may be inferred that the Jewish People is verily a microcosm of the peoples descended from Adam; it is the quintessential family of Man. Thus when Moses explained “all the words of this Torah very plainly” (Deuteronomy 27:8), he did so in seventy languages (Rashi, based on the Talmudic Tractate Sotah 32a).
In this context, it is important to recall that at the time of the Exodus from Egypt, the departing Israelites were accompanied by `a mixed multitude’, people of many nations who became an integral part of the Israelite nation when, together with the Israelites, they entered into the Covenant at the giving of the Torah (Rashi on Exodus 12:38). At the very inception of the birth of the Israelite nation as a sovereign collective entity, its ethnic identity was merged with that of the umot ha `olam – the nations of the world.
The universal identity of Israel is not only a vue de l’esprit, a mere theoretical construction, but is grounded in the anthropological fact of the diversity of ethnic backgrounds that is characteristic of the Jewish people to this very day. An historical anecdote relating to the rediscovery of the Ethiopian Jews - the Beta Israel or Falashas - in the nineteenth century highlights this singularity. In 1867, the famed French Jewish Semiticist, Joseph Halevy, rediscovered the “lost tribe” of black African Jews. The late Louis Rapoport describes Halevy’s first encounter with them: “He was greatly moved upon meeting the Beta Israel and told them, `I am like you, an Israelite…a white Falasha’ (but)…they were reluctant to talk to Halevy” (Redemption Song). Eventually, they overcame their initial distrust, but since they had never encountered a white Jew before, we can readily surmise its cause. After all, in their eyes, Halevy didn’t “look Jewish”!   
This distinctive ethnic diversity of the Jewish People is, in fact, the product of countless conversions throughout the ages, beginning with Abraham and Sarah themselves. Our Sages point out that Abraham was the very first ger (convert), in reference to the verse, “a ger and a sojourner am I among you” (Genesis 23:4). This is why converts are called `children of Abraham and Sarah’, as well as because of the latter’s active proselytism. The Bible explicitly refers to “the souls which they had made in Haran” (Genesis 12:5), namely, those whom Abraham and Sarah had converted to the faith of the burgeoning religion of Israel, as explained by Maimonides in his famous Epistle to `Ovadia the Proselyte. In reference to the passage in the Book of Psalms (47:10), “The nobles of the peoples gathered, the people of the God of Abraham” the Talmud queries, in feigned surprise: “‘The God of Abraham’, and not ‘the God of Isaac and Jacob’? But the meaning is, ‘the God of Abraham who was the first of the proselytes’” (Sukkah 49b).
The prominence of conversion as a vehicle for the universalization of the Israelite identity is an indisputable historical fact. Its theological underpinning is reflected in a statement attributed to the Talmudic sage, Rabbi Eleazar ben Pedat: “The Holy One, blessed be He, did not exile Israel among the nations save in order that proselytes might join them” (Tractate Pesachim 87b). Paradoxically, the divinely designated role of the Jewish People as the standard bearer of ethical monotheism, with its insistence on the unity of the human family as a logical and inexorable inference from the belief in One God, is theologically predicated upon the multifarious ethnic diversity of the Jewish People itself. Israel is not just the prophetic mouthpiece of a message to the world: the medium is the message. Israel is called upon by divine manifest destiny to actualize the message that it bears to the nations of the world by becoming a living testimony of its feasibility. This, together with the very survival of the Jewish People as the most telling testimony of God’s presence in history, is the veritable meaning of Isaiah’s words, “You are my witnesses, says the Lord” (43:10).
Israel as Adam: The Paradox of Ethnic Diversity and Quintessential
Spiritual Unity in Jewish Identity
This lesson is underlined by the Talmudic designation of Israel as Adam: “for you are called Adam (mankind)” (Tractate Yevamot 61a). In reference to this latter source, Rabbi Joseph Haim, a prominent kabbalist and Chief Rabbi of Baghdad in the late 19th century, cogently illustrated the singularly universal quality of Jewish identity and its attendant attribute of unity, with a gematria – a traditional mode of rabbinical interpretation based on the numerical value of Hebrew letters and, cumulatively, of the words that comprise them. The numerical value of the name Adam equals 45. The human race is divided into 12 astrological typologies, each nation being governed, as it were, by a specific astrological configuration, traditionally referred to as a sar. Twelve times the numerical value of `Adam’ equals 540. The numerical value of the name Israel, who collectively descend from the twelve sons of Jacob-Israel, however, equals 541. The additional 1 denotes the intrinsic unity of the Jewish people, the paradigmatic family of man. Each one of the twelve tribes represents a distinct identity, which mirrors that of the corresponding twelve human-astral typologies. Thus Rashi, in his commentary on the verse, “Yea, He loved the peoples” (Deuteronomy 33:3), writes: “He loved the tribes with exceeding love, (for) each tribe may be termed ‘a people`, for, you see, Benjamin alone was yet to be born when the Holy One, blessed be He, said to Jacob, (Genesis 25:11) ‘A nation and a congregation of nations shall be of you’”. Israel as a nation is ‘a congregation of nations’. Taken as a whole, Israel unifies and encapsulates the collective identity of the human race per se – thus the added 1. In this sense, one might consider the meaning of the famous analogy made by the twelfth century Spanish sage, Rabbi Judah Halevi: “Israel amidst the nations is like the heart amidst the organs of the body” (The Kuzari, Part Two, 36).  
If we include the tribe of Levi, whose “inheritance is the Lord’s” in biblical parlance, and who stood apart from the other tribes insofar as it was not allocated a distinctive territory of its own within the borders of the land of Israel, the number of tribes that descended from the twelve sons of Jacob actually numbered thirteen, the two sons of Joseph, Manasseh and Ephraim, having formed two tribes. Collectively, these thirteen tribes comprised the Israelite nation - `Am Israel. In reference to this latter, we recite a verse from the Second Book of Samuel (7:23) every Shabbat during the afternoon - Minchah – service: “You are One and Your Name is One; and who is like Your people Israel, one nation on earth (am echad ba aretz)”. The numerical value of the Hebrew word echad - one - is thirteen. The intrinsic unity of the Israelite nation parallels that of God, whose governance of the world is revealed to Moses through the medium of thirteen Divine Attributes (Exodus 34:5-7). Israel among the nations is the prism through which the Divine Light, scattered, as it were, via twelve astral emanations, reveals its essential unity to mankind.
The New Testament similarly underlines this transcendent spiritual quality that inheres in the attribute of universality: it explicitly associates universality with the ‘Holy Spirit’. In the ‘miracle of the Pentecost’, which is recounted in the Book of Acts, the Holy Spirit descends on the disciples and makes them speak in many languages: “When Pentecost day came round, they had all met together…and there appeared to them tongues as of fire…They were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak different languages as the Spirit gave them the power to express themselves” (Acts 2:1-4). 
The New Testament’s assignation of the name of Jesus’ father as Joseph follows a similar trajectory of thinking. The authors of the New Testament were Jews, steeped in Jewish tradition. The Hebrew biblical Joseph, as we have seen, is endowed with a gift for languages, and it was to him, as Viceroy of Egypt, that “all the countries came…to buy corn” (Genesis 41:57). In Jewish esoteric eschatology, Joseph is a prefigurative messianic figure whose redemptive aspiration was universal. This is clearly indicated in a midrashic commentary to Genesis 41:55: “Pharaoh said to all of Egypt, ‘Go to Joseph. Whatever he says to you, do’ “. Rashi: “Because Joseph had told them to be circumcised”. The Babylonian Talmud alludes to Messiah son of Joseph - Mashiach ben Yossef - as precursor of the Son of David (Tractate Sukah 52a). The attribution of the name of Joseph to Jesus’ father by the early Judeo-Christians can be understood as a polemical device to justify the extension of the burgeoning Christian faith to the Gentiles. In naming Jesus’ nemesis as Judah, the contrived nature of their writings is doubly revealed. Judah, in the Hebrew Bible, represents the prototypical Jewish fidelity to an identity that remains rooted in the land of Israel and Israelite peoplehood. David, his descendant, fulfills this distinctive vocation. In the strictly Jewish biblical narrative, however, Joseph is a Hebrew, and is pointedly designated as such repeatedly. He is a universalist, but never strays from his roots. At the end of his life, “Joseph took an oath of the children of Israel, saying: ‘God will surely remember you, and you shall carry my bones from hence’” (Genesis 50:25). Indeed, Moses fulfilled this oath, and Joseph was ultimately buried in Schem. It was as a Hebrew that Joseph fulfilled a universal calling, and it was in tandem with this latter that he was endowed with exceptional spiritual faculties. A diviner (Genesis 44:5) and interpreter of dreams, Joseph prophetically unravels God’s hidden purposes: “Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell it me, I pray you” (Genesis 40: 8). We might venture to infer from the early episodes of Joseph’s life an allegorical allusion to these twin qualities – the transcendent and universal. Joseph’s dream in which he beheld the sun and moon and eleven stars bowing down to him, and the coat of many colors which his father Jacob had made for him (Genesis 37:3 and 9) could be indicative of these two respective and convergent aspects of his unique spirituality.
Abraham Revisited: The Supra – Cosmology of Universal Identity

Here we may return to the idea elucidated by Nachman Krochmal with regard to the Jewish People as an `am `olam, a nation that is both universal and eternal, as the word `olam doubly signifies. This convergence between the universal identity and perennial existence of the Jewish people is already underscored by the Bible itself, in chapter 17 of Genesis, where the universalistic meaning ascribed to Abraham’s new name appears in tandem with the “eternal pact” of circumcision that is commanded there. Rashi  underlines the connection in a revealing commentary. We have seen that the meaning given to Abraham’s name in Genesis 17:5 is “father of a multitude of nations”. In conjunction with this biblical rendition of Abraham’s name, Rashi, on Genesis 15:5, reveals another sense which it connotes. The verse reads: “And He brought him forth outside, and said, look now towards heaven, and count the stars, if thou be able to count them: and He said to him, so shall thy seed be”. Rashi comments: “Its midrashic explanation is: Go forth (give up) your astrological speculations – that you have seen by the planets that you will not raise a son; Avram indeed may have no son but Avraham will have a son: Sarai may not bear a child but Sarah will bear. I will give you other names, and your destiny (mazal) will be changed”. Rashi, basing himself upon a grammatical precision of the meaning of the Hebrew word habet (look) in the verse, adds another, related explanation: “He brought him forth from the terrestrial sphere, elevating him above the stars, and this is why He uses the term habet, `look’, when He said `look at the heavens’ – for this word signifies looking from above downward”. In a super commentary to Rashi on this verse, Rabbi Yitzhak Meir (the RIM), comments: “The Holy One, blessed be He, elevated Abraham above the realm of astral determinism and the laws of nature. Although, in the nature of things, Abraham, being one hundred years old, was incapable of bearing a son, the Creator raised him above the laws of nature and the dictates of astrological influence. This is the meaning of the words `so shall thy seed be’ – your offspring will likewise be elevated in this way. They, too, will transcend the constraining force of astral determinism and natural law. Their destiny will be miraculously guided by Providence, as our sages taught in the Talmudic Tractate Shabbat 156a, `ein mazal le israel’ – `Israel’s destiny is not determined by planetary influence’ “ (Hidushei Ha Rim, in Ma`ayana Shel Torah on Genesis 15:5 – my translation). This unique, transcendent quality of Israel’s existence is borne out by one of the connotations of the word Israel : when it is broken up into two separate vocables, it reads yashar el - straight (in a direct linear relationship) to God. Jacob is given the name Israel because he has striven, and prevailed, not only with men, but with beings divine (Genesis 32:29).
The esoteric midrash and principal literary source of Kabbalah, the Zohar  -  the Book of Splendor, authored in the late 13th century by the Spanish mystic, Rabbi Moses de Leon and traditionally ascribed to Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai of the second century C.E. -  likewise states that the historical destiny of the Jewish people is not governed by a sar - an intermediary astral configuration or malach (angel) -  but directly by Divine providence (Zohar I, p. 108). An even earlier source, Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer - edited in the ninth century C.E. and attributed to Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus of the first and second centuries C.E. - in its commentary on the biblical Tower of Babel narrative, states that, “the Holy One, Blessed be He, appointed an angel (malach) over every nation, but Israel fell directly under His governance” (chapter 24 – my translation). Israel, in contradistinction to other nations, is therefore not governed by a celestial patron. Various biblical passages refer to this idea of such subordinate tutelary spirits who were part of the celestial host. The Book of Daniel (10:13, 20 and 21) explicitly refers to the celestial princes of Persia and Greece. The Book of Deuteronomy (4:19 and 29:25) states that God Himself allotted to each nation its distinctive celestial “god”. Not so Israel, “For the portion of the Lord is His people” (Deuteronomy 32:9). The Jewish People, being as it is a multitude of nations, embraces and unifies all of the particular genii of the nations of the earth. Herein lies an essential aspect of its transcendent and 
perennial destiny.
Parenthetically, and in light of the above, we might here venture to understand one of the root causes of anti-Semitism in its most acute form, prototypically represented in Jewish tradition by the biblical figure of Amalek (Exodus 17:8-16), the ancestor of Haman of the Book of Esther. In the period of the Holocaust, Hitler followed in Haman’s footsteps, well nigh succeeding where the latter failed, and annihilated six million of our people. One of the most insightful analyses of the source of Nazi hatred of the Jews has been suggested by Erik Erikson (1902-1994), the German born American psychoanalyst. Erikson widened the scope of psychoanalytic theory to take greater account of social, cultural and other environmental factors. In his most influential work, Childhood and Society (1950), Erikson spells out his understanding of Hitler’s “fantastic overestimation of the Jewish `danger’ “. Erikson maintains that:
“The narrow German always felt endangered, denationalized, by information which exposed him to the relativity and diversity of cultural values. The Jew seemed to remain himself despite dispersion over the world (my italics), while the German trembled for his identity in his own country. In fact, these mysterious Jews seemed to be making of intellectual relativity a means of self-preservation. To some Germans, this was not understandable without assuming… a hidden Jewish pact with Fate (my italics).”

Two interconnected Jewish traits stood in contradistinction to the parochialism and profound cultural insecurity of the `narrow’ segment of the German population: diversity of cultural values (the Jews’ `cosmopolitanism’), and an uncanny ability to survive – their `hidden pact with Fate’. In regard to the former, the celebrated Israeli author, A.B. Yehoshua, in a recently published article, has similarly attributed the plague of anti-Semitism to the fear instilled by the Jews’ `double identity’, their ever-changing, unstable, chameleon characteristic, which is difficult to accommodate: “The Jew changes all the time. He can be assimilated practically without any defined identity, and he can be an Orthodox Jew. He can be in different places and assume the identity of many nations” (Ynet News.Com, 04.21.05 – my italics). 
In regard to the supra cosmological transcendence, and the verily ‘unnatural’ resilience of Jewish existence – their ‘hidden pact with Fate’ – even Hitler himself suggested an explanation which reads like a midrash. In Mein Kampf and in Hitler’s conversations with Hermann Rauschning (Hitler Told Me) we may find the following excerpts:
“The astronomer has observed a certain group of stars for a long time. Suddenly, he discovers that something is not functioning properly. Normally, these stars should be moving in relation to one another in a certain way and not in the way that he has just observed. He concludes that somewhere lies a hidden force which causes them to deviate from their path. He measures and establishes the existence and location of a planet that no eye has as yet perceived…A secret force that directs all things in a given direction…exists…from the dawn of history. It is the Jew…”
“The Jew is a stranger to the natural order, he exists outside of nature”.

Although I am tempted to elaborate on the implications of these remarks for a fuller understanding of anti-Semitism, it would take us too far a field. Suffice it to say that they underscore, albeit in a distinctly negative light, fraught with an all too familiar and obsessive paranoia, the singular and uncanny ability of the Jews to survive. The Jew is perceived as being connected to a plane of reality that transcends visible cosmic space. To the anti-Semite, this is uncanny and diabolical; in the context of traditional Jewish thinking, it is the very stuff of the covenantal relationship between God and Israel.
Nachman Krochmal, as we have seen, contrasts the perennial nature and metahistorical quality of Jewish existence with that of the other nations, whose spirituality is purportedly “particular and hence finite and perishable”. Viewed in this light, nations are both historical and spiritual entities. Closely related to this Hegelian concept is that of the nineteenth century German historian, Heinrich Von Treitschke, who wrote that, “the rays of the divine light appear limitlessly refracted among the different peoples; each manifests another image and another idea of the divinity” (Politik). An ancient tradition, for which I have not found a literary source, but which was transmitted by my spiritual mentor, the late Rabbi Leon Ashkenazi of blessed memory, likens the human race to a mirror which had initially reflected the image of God, in tandem with the biblical metaphor, “in the image of God made He man” (Genesis 9:6). Before the dispersion of the human race at the Tower of Babel, “the whole earth was of one language and of one speech” (Genesis 11:1). This, as we have seen,  was the Hebrew language. When “the Lord scattered them upon the face of all the earth”, confounding their language (Genesis 11:7 and 8), the human `mirror’ shattered into seventy fragments, representing the 70 nations, who could “not understand one another’s speech”. The juxtaposition of the Tower of Babel narrative with that immediately following, which traces the lineage of Abraham, the “father of a multitude of nations”, signifies that it was to devolve upon Abraham to mend the mirror so that once again it would integrally reflect the “image of God”, whose divine light had become refracted as by a prism into seventy distinctly separate emanations. The purpose for which God created Adam was to be actualized through the nation of Israel. 
In whichever way one may apprehend the historicity of these events, their prophetic, ethical, and theological import is what truly matters. The unification of the Divine Name and the biblical norms of ethical monotheism for which Israel was to become the universal standard bearer were to redound to the benefit of the entire human race. Abraham’s first `published’ act, however, was to “go to the land of Canaan” (Genesis 11:31). The prophecy of Isaiah, “And nations shall walk at thy light” (60:3) is conditioned by the ingathering of the exiles in Zion, an historical process `below’ that is mirrored by the reunification of the `divine sparks’ that were scattered `above’. The return of the Jewish People to their ancestral homeland affects processes on a parallel cosmic plane. It is pivotal to the tikkun – reintegration – of the human race and to the reunification of the divine light which, in Lurianic Kabbalah, signifies the restoration of cosmic harmony. This is alluded to in the kabbalistic liturgical formula, leshem yichud kudsha berich hu u’shchintei – “for the sake of the unification of the Holy One, Blessed be He, and His Presence”. All of the Biblical prophecies referring to the messianic redemption in the “end of days” envisage the restoration of the Jewish People in Zion as preceding the ultimate reunification of the human race, the definitive establishment of world peace, and the universal acceptance of the Sovereignty of the One God. Ki mi tsion tetseh torah u’devar Hashem mi yerushalayim – “For out of Zion shall go forth Torah and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem” (Isaiah 2:3). This work of unification began in Jerusalem, and it is in Jerusalem that it shall be accomplished.
The Land of Israel and Jewish Identity: A Common Ontological Matrix
The Land of Israel is an organic part of the Jewish soul. Rabbi Abraham Isaac Ha Cohen Kook (1865-1935), who became the first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of the Jewish community in British Mandatory Palestine, wrote that the Land of Israel “is not something apart from the soul of the Jewish people; it is no mere national possession, serving as a means…of survival. Eretz Israel is part of the very essence of our nationhood” (“The Land of Israel”, in Arthur Hertzberg, The Zionist Idea). In this, Rabbi Kook follows in the footsteps of the Maharal of Prague, who considered that every nation was allotted a portion of the earth that was divinely intended, and that is peculiarly suited to that nation’s essential characteristics (Netsach Israel, Part I). Abraham is commanded by God to “go to the land”; it is in the land of Israel that He “will make of thee a great nation”, and henceforth “all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:1-3). 
The land of Israel, therefore, possesses unique qualities that mirror those of the people of Israel. Indeed, ‘Israel’ is not the proper name of the land per se. The land itself has no name; grammatically, the ‘land’ stands in relation to the proper noun ‘Israel’ in the construct state – it is the land of  Israel. Likewise, it is the people of Israel. The essential attributes of universality and transcendence with which this name is associated devolve upon the people as well as on the land in like manner, and intrinsically relate to their respective holiness. The land and people of Israel are thus connected to one another and spiritually rooted in a common ontological matrix; the nexus that binds them together is consecrated by an everlasting covenant that is thematically woven throughout the biblical narrative. 
In the biblical lexis, holiness (kedushah), which in Hebrew is rooted in the concept of separateness, inheres in the unique covenantal relationship between God and the Jewish people. This Covenant is explicitly predicated upon the Divine bequeathal of the land of Canaan: “I will establish My covenant between Me and thee and thy seed after thee throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant…and I will give unto thee, and to thy seed after thee, the land of thy sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their God” (Genesis 17: 7-8).  Note the immediate juxtaposition of the latter part of the verse, “I will be their God”, with the former; the covenant with God is actualized in the land of Canaan. It is here that God stands revealed. In his seminal work on the special spiritual significance of the relationship of the people of Israel to its land, On Zion, Martin Buber (1878-1965) wrote: 

“In Haran, God bids His chosen one (Abraham) to go into the land ‘that I will let thee see’. In Shechem he sees it – and it is here for the first time that God allows Himself to be `seen’ (Genesis 12:7). In Haran He merely `speaks’ to him; it is not until he reaches Canaan that we hear of that standing face to face before God which the Bible calls the `seeing’ of God and this is the first place where we hear of it: the man to whom God gives to see the land is the first to see God Himself” (Martin Buber, On Zion, p. 22). 
The juxtaposition of the verses referred to above (Genesis 17: 7 and 8) to those that follow, wherein Abraham is commanded to circumcise himself and his male descendants, “throughout their generations”, and that henceforth they be circumcised on the eighth day (ibid., verse 12), sheds light on the underlying religious significance of the Jewish people’s inheritance of the land of Israel. It underlines the attribute of transcendence that inheres in their respective covenantal relationship to God, as well as to one another. The Maharal of Prague taught that the number eight is symbolically expressive of that which exists beyond the realm of time and space, the transcendental dimension (Tipheret Israel, Ch. 2). The world of physicality relates to the number seven, which corresponds to the days of creation. That which is beyond seven signifies that which transcends the constraints of natural determinism. Likewise, in Greek numerology, an inverted eight expresses the concept of infinity. The number seven is also related to spatiality; a cube has six sides, in addition to which the inner space it contains comprise seven aspects. Eight, being one beyond seven, therefore signifies, too, that which lies beyond the spatial dimension. The covenant of circumcision becomes operative on the eighth day after birth, by virtue of which it is called an “everlasting covenant” (Genesis 17:13 – my italics). The land of Canaan is likewise the vehicle of an “everlasting covenant” (ibid. verse 7); it is there that “I will be their God”. The rite of circumcision and the divine bestowal of the land are clearly related; by virtue of the former, the people of Israel becomes a ‘holy’ people and inherits the ‘holy’ land: “So the people of Israel has a covenant with the land of Israel. But this is a covenant of a special kind, for it is a covenant between two ‘holy’ beings, in other words: of two beings each of which stands in a special and immediate relationship to God…” (Buber, op.cit. p. 89). 
Midrashic tradition underscores the thematic interdependence implied in the biblical juxtaposition of the assignation of the land and the commandment of circumcision. “Joshua said to them: ‘Do you think that you will enter the land uncircumcised? Thus did God say to Abraham: ‘and I will give to thee and to thy seed after thee the land of thy sojournings on condition that thou shall observe my covenant’” (Genesis Rabbah 46).
The biblical passage to which this midrash refers is in the Book of Joshua. The Israelites had just crossed the Jordan River, and were to begin the conquest of the land. They were not to do so, however, until they had been circumcised: 

“This is the reason why Joshua had the circumcision performed: All the people who had come out of Egypt, all the males of military age, had died during the desert wanderings after leaving Egypt. Now, whereas all the people who came out of Egypt had been circumcised, none of the people born after the exodus, during the desert wanderings, had been circumcised. For the Israelites had traveled in the wilderness forty years, until the entire nation - the men of military age who had left Egypt – had perished; because they had not obeyed the Lord, and the Lord had sworn never to let them see the land that the Lord had sworn to their fathers to assign to us…But He had raised up their sons in their stead; and it was these that Joshua circumcised, for they were uncircumcised, not having been circumcised on the way…And the Lord said to Joshua, ‘Today I have rolled away from you the disgrace of Egypt’” (The Book of Joshua 5: 4-9). 
The wording of these verses deserves close scrutiny. The generation that had gone out of Egypt had perished in the desert for having failed to carry out God’s commandment to “go up and possess the land which I have given you; then ye rebelled against the commandment of the Lord your God, and ye believed Him not, nor hearkened to His voice” (Deuteronomy 9:23). The ‘sin of the spies’, as this episode is known, was something more than just a refusal to conquer the land; it was tantamount to the cardinal biblical sin: idolatry. Thus “when the men that went up… said: ‘We are not able to go up against the people; for they are stronger than us (mimenu)’, they said this, if this were at all possible, with reference to the Omnipresent, for mimenu means (stronger) ‘than He’; they thus uttered blasphemy” (Rashi on Numbers 13:31). Elsewhere, in reference to the sin of the Golden Calf, Rashi further underlines the idolatrous nature of the people’s refusal to possess the land, by showing how in both instances a similar sin was involved: “This is the meaning of what is stated, (Exodus 32:34) ‘And in the day when I shall visit – viz., at the incident of the spies – I shall visit their sin (that of the Golden Calf) upon them’. And here (Numbers 14:34), indeed, it states, ‘ye shall bear your iniquities’ (in the plural) suggesting two sins: that of the Calf and that of the spies” (Rashi on Numbers 14:33).
The Israelites’ settlement in the land is therefore posited upon the prerequisite fulfillment of the covenant of circumcision, the “token of a covenant betwixt Me and thee” (Genesis 17:11). They must reaffirm thereby their exclusive commitment to monotheism and concomitant pledge to disavow their former idolatry – to ‘roll away… the disgrace of Egypt’. Significantly, the rite of circumcision that was performed under Joshua’s instruction is immediately followed by the offering of the Passover sacrifice: “Encamped at Gilgal, in the steppes of Jericho, the Israelites offered the Passover sacrifice on the fourteenth day of the month, toward evening” (Joshua 5:10). The Passover offering signifies the destruction of the gods of Egypt, the disavowal of idolatry. Maimonides underlines this distinctive aspect of the korban pesach: 
“In order to implant in our hearts the true faith and to uproot the false ideas to which we had fallen prey in Egypt, God commanded us to slaughter the Pesach lamb. This animal was an object of worship for the Egyptians, symbolizing the astrological sign of Aries, and, therefore, it was forbidden to kill it. It was for this very reason that we were commanded to kill the lamb and openly to sprinkle its blood on the doorposts. By this, we rid ourselves of their superstitions and showed that our attitude was the complete reverse of theirs” (Guide to the Perplexed, Part III, 46).
The first-century Roman historian, Tacitus, writing over a thousand years before Maimonides (1135-1204) similarly wrote that the Jews’ sacrifice of a ram was “apparently in derision of (the god) Ammon” (Historiae, Book V). The theological meaning of the Passover sacrificial rite, as suggested by Maimonides, is verified and reinforced by its historicity. 
Both acts – circumcision and the paschal sacrifice – clearly symbolized the Israelites’ pledge of fidelity to monotheism, and both rites became definitively operative upon the Israelites’ possession of the land. As in the case of circumcision, as we have seen, likewise in regard to the Passover sacrifice: “And it shall come to pass, when ye be come to the land which the Eternal will give you, according as He has spoken, that ye shall keep this service (Exodus 12:25).”. From this verse, it may be inferred that, “Scripture makes the observance of this service dependent upon their entrance into the land of Israel” (Rashi). The Israelites’ possession of the land was contingent upon their active and continued acceptance of the ‘yoke of Heaven’. Their backsliding into idolatry, traditionally referred to as avodat kochavim – the worship of the heavenly bodies – signified the people’s dereliction in regard to the fulfillment of the second of the Ten Commandments: “Thou shalt have no other gods before Me” (Exodus 20:3.). Consequently, they would ultimately be ‘vomited’ from the land, which could no longer `bear’ them. Initially, He had “brought the people that has no ruler beside Him, into the land that has no ruler beside Him”, it being “well known that God has appointed delegates to all peoples and lands; only the land of Israel is subject to no heavenly prince (sar), to none of the angels, but to God alone” (Zohar, quoted in Buber p. 75). Exile was an inexorable consequence of their willful subjection to “foreign gods”; the land of Israel had ceased to be the natural habitat of a people who had become unworthy of its unique transcendent quality as a land that is subject to none other than God’s exclusive governance.
The covenantal relationship between the people of Israel and its land is therefore predicated upon, and conditioned by, the people’s fidelity to its covenant with God. The people’s betrayal of the covenant does not, however, compromise the holiness of the land itself. In prophetic parlance, the land “lies in wait” for the people’s return, as ultimately and inexorably they must, for the land of Israel and the people of Israel are inextricably welded with the ultimate purpose for which the world was created. This is implied by the very first commentary annotated by Rashi to the first word in the Bible, bereishit – “in the beginning”:
“…why does the Torah begin with `in the beginning’? This is because of the concept contained in the verse, `He declared the power of His works to His people in order to give them the inheritance of the nations’ (Psalms 111:6). Thus, should the nations of the world say to Israel, `You are robbers, for you have taken by force the lands of the seven (Canaanite) nations’, Israel will say to them: `All the earth belongs to God. He created it and gave it to whomever He saw fit. It was His will to give it to them and it was His will to take it from them and give it to us’. “
Rashi further quotes from the Midrash (Bereishit Rabbah1:6): “The world was created for the sake of the Torah, which is called `the beginning of His way’ (Proverbs 8:22), and for the sake of Israel who are called `the beginning of His harvest’ (Jeremiah 2:3).” The land of Israel, the people of Israel and the Torah of Israel are one with the Divine purpose that is causatively rooted in the very beginning of Creation. This ultimate purpose is universal in scope, embracing the entire human race: “God created heaven and earth for the sake of this beginning, with the intention of creating this beginning. For the messianic world-harvest is the goal of the seed of Creation and Israel is destined and called to becoming its beginning” (On Zion, p. 83). 
The metahistorical quality that Krochmal described as peculiar to the Jewish people is paralleled by that inhering to the particularity of Israel’s relationship to its land. Buber speaks of the solidarity between Israel and its land as ‘an eternal instruction’ which was introduced into the historical foundations of a people: “This relationship is, on the one hand, an absolute one, but on the other, an historically established relationship. Absoluteness and historicity seem to be mutually exclusive; where they are fused in a people’s faith, a reality of the spirit arises, which…carries the breath of the Absolute far into the history of the human race. Such a fusion of the Absolute and the historical took place in the relationship between Israel and its land…” (p. 18).
We have seen that “absoluteness” is intrinsically related to transcendence and universality. These two essential attributes characterize, at one and the same time, the distinctive holiness of the people of Israel and of the land of Israel. The transcendent and universal attributes of Israelite identity are ontological attributes that defy the ebb and flow of historical contingency. The spiritual synergy between the land and the people of Israel is absolute, the subject of a Divine Covenant. The forced dispersion of Israel amongst the nations was therefore bound to be transient, however long it may have endured: “Thou shalt no more be termed Forsaken, neither shall thy land any more be termed Desolate; but thou shalt be called, My delight is in her, and thy land, Espoused…For as a young man espouseth a virgin, so shall thy sons espouse thee” (Isaiah 62:4-5). The Covenant may be compromised, but never reversed: such is the very nature of ‘an everlasting covenant’. Buber’s comments on this theme, inspired by and in reference to the teachings of the Maharal of Prague, merit full citation:
“Rabbi Liva ben Bezalel sets out from the rational sphere in order to rise beyond it. As it is the inherent right of every nation to be free it cannot be robbed of its freedom for ever. That is grounded in God’s relationship to the Order established by Him: ‘He, blessed be He, who orders the whole of creation, it is impossible for anything to come from Him that deviates from His own established Order except for transient periods’. Thus Rabbi Liva understands the midrashic interpretation of the word of God to Abraham (Genesis 15:13): ‘Know, know’: the Midrash explains that the first ‘know’ means ‘know that I shall enslave them’, but the second means ‘know that I shall redeem them’. An enslavement of nations by nations cannot endure for ever. And the same applies to the banishment of a nation from the natural place in which it is destined to live together in a settled community; it can only be temporary: ‘Dispersion is not in accordance with the Order of the existing world, it is therefore not right that a homogeneous being such as Israel, which is a homogeneous people (my italics), should remain dispersed’. All natural things are essentially concentrated in themselves, all streams flow to the sea, and all dispersion tends towards collection. But the people of Israel is essentially less divided and less differentiated than all other nations; hence it is especially fitting that it should be gathered together in complete concentration. The saying, ‘all the people of Israel vouch for one another’ refers to this special quality of unity, ‘which is to be found in no other nation’ “ (Buber, On Zion, p. 84-85).
Israel as the Center: The Earthly Plane of Universality
The homogeneity to which the Maharal refers, being a unique and innate quality of Israelite identity, is also a special attribute of the land of Israel, and directly relates to the latter’s centredness. Tradition is replete with references to this attribute: “Thus says the Lord God: This is Jerusalem. I have set it in the midst of the nations, and countries are round about her” (Ezechiel 5:5). Jerusalem is envisaged in the midrash as the Navel of the Earth, the epicenter of the world: “The Almighty created the world in the same manner as a child is formed in its mother’s womb. Just as a child begins to grow from its navel and then develops into its full form, so the world began from its central point and then developed in all directions. The navel of the world is Jerusalem, and its core is the great altar in the Holy Temple” (Koheleth Rabbah 1:1, in Zev Vilnay, Legends of Jerusalem, p. 6). Christian tradition likewise refers to Jerusalem as Umbilicus Terra. The Maharal of Prague explained this metaphorical analogy as signifying that just as “the umbilicus divides the body into its upper and lower halves, and is a sort of connecting link between the two, so, too, the land of Israel is a midway point. It links the physical world below with the spiritual worlds above. In this sense, it is the ‘middle’ of the world” (Be’er Hagola, cited in: Rabbi Yoel Schwartz, Zion Today – A Torah Perspective, p. 21).  In the center, transcendence and universality converge. The land of Israel is a conduit through which the flow of Divine beneficence extends to the world at large. 
This aspect of centredness with which the land of Israel is endowed has its parallel in the geographical sense as well:
“In the Land of Israel, continents come together and extremes of climate converge. Various types of plant and animal life find here their natural boundaries – northern, southern, western, and eastern. For example, in the Huleh swamp (before it was dried), tropical papyrus grew. This was the northernmost appearance of this African plant. At the same time, the nympha alba and hydrocorseus morass had their southernmost manifestation at the same point. On Mount Hermon, even today, we see a number of Irano-Toran plants which grow no further west than this. Climate zone maps graphically depict the convergence of various zones in our tiny land. And in the animal world, the centrality of Eretz Israel is exemplified by bird species. The seawater flies no further east than Eretz Israel, while the black-headed bunting will go no further west or north than here. The desert lark has made Eretz Israel her northern limit, while the Hermon lark considers the Hermon area her southern boundary. Several European bird species fly no further east than Eretz Israel. Many other species, coming from different directions, stop here. And the Israeli honeysucker, for no apparent reason, never leaves Eretz Israel at all” (Korman, Habria Vehamabul, in Zion Today – A Torah Perspective, p. 22).
In terms of human geography, Jewish tradition likewise ascribes centrality to the land of Israel, and to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem, in particular. It is here that Adam was created: “Rabbi Judah ben Pazi said: A handful of earth was drawn by God from the site of the Altar, and He created from it the first man, saying, ‘It is in order that man, made from the earth of the Altar, may survive’ ” (Jerusalem Talmud 7, 56b; Midrash Bereshith Rabbah 14:8; Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer, chap. 11). Here, too, Adam expired; on Mount Golgotha, according to Christian tradition, the skull of Adam lies buried. The name of the site, located in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, derives from a Hebrew word signifying ‘skull’ (gulgolet). Origen, one of the early Fathers of the Church, was apparently the first to tell about the skull of Adam in Jerusalem as a Hebrew tradition (Zev Vilnay, Legends of Jerusalem, pp. 212, 213, and 332). It is, in fact, recorded in Midrash Tehillim (92:6): “When Noah the righteous left the ark…he came with his sons first to Mount Moriah…On a nearby hill, Shem, the son of Noah, interred the skull of Adam, which he had taken with him into the ark and guarded during the flood. Since then the hill is called Golgoltha (Golgotha) – the Skull”.
Islamic tradition has likewise espoused and appropriated as its own many like traditions originating with Jewish sources. The Dome of the Rock, the great shrine that was established on the foundations of the ancient Temple of Jerusalem in the late seventh century, marks, in name as well as in location, the site of the Foundation Stone on the Temple Mount. This massive rock structure, known as the even ha shetiyah in Hebrew, figures prominently in ancient Jewish cosmogony: “The sages of Israel commented: And it was called the Foundation Stone, because the world was founded on it. For Isaiah the prophet said: ‘Thus saith the Lord God: Behold I lay in Zion for a foundation a stone…a costly corner-stone of sure foundation’” (in Zev Vilnay, p. 5). The Zohar relates: 
“When the Holy One, blessed be He, was about to create the world, He detached one precious stone from underneath His throne of glory, and plunged it into the abyss; one end of it remained fastened therein, whilst the other end stood out above…out of which the world started, spreading itself to the right and left and into all directions. That stone is called in Hebrew shetiyah – Foundation. Now the earth’s expansion around the central point was complete in three concentric rings…The second expansion embraces the whole land of Israel…The third expansion comprehends the rest of the earth…and the great oceans which surround the whole” ( Zohar II, in Vilnay pp. 7-8).
Jerusalem is therefore the focal makom – the place – where Biblical history, cosmology, and spirituality converge. Here, too, the legacy of a universal instruction and the role of Israel among the nations intersect. In regard to the genealogy of the Israelites, the Torah records a linear progression from Adam, via Noah and his son Shem, and the latter’s descendant Eber (ever), from whom Abraham the Hebrew (ha ivri) descends (Genesis 11:10-26). In regard to Shem, he is referred to in the Book of Genesis as Melchizedek, king of Shalem, who blessed “Abram of God Most High, Maker of heaven and earth” (14:18-19, and Rashi on verse 18)). Shalem was the name of Jerusalem in that time (Psalms 76:3), and Melchizedek was its king and “priest of God the Most High”. Thus Abraham, in coming to the land of Canaan, was, in effect, returning to the land of his ancestors. According to Jewish oral tradition, it was called the land of Canaan because the Canaanites, descendants of Ham, were then in possession of the land, which they had conquered from the descendants of Shem. This is inferred from Genesis 13:7: “And the Canaanite…was then in the land” (my italics). Abraham was, in fact, returning to the “land of the Hebrews” (Genesis 40:15). If Egypt was the crucible in which Israelite identity was forged, Canaan was its cradle.
Tradition abounds with references to these biblical protagonists’ worship on Mount Moriah. Thus, after the waters of the Flood receded, Noah and his sons 

“sacrificed a thank offering to the Lord, on the same spot where Adam had sacrificed and where Abraham, generations later, brought his offering…It is told that when Abraham and Isaac reached Mount Moriah, the Holy One, blessed be He, pointed out the altar to Abraham and said: ‘There is the altar! Upon this altar did Adam, Cain, and Abel place their offerings. Upon this altar did Noah and his sons place their offerings’” (Midrash Tehillim 92:6, in Vilnay, op. cit, p. 70).
Likewise, it is here that Jacob beheld “a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven…and he was afraid, and said: ‘How full of awe is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven’” (Genesis 28:12 and 17). Significantly, before “lighting upon the place”, for fourteen years he had studied in the house of Eber where he immersed himself in the study of Torah (Rashi on Genesis 28:11). Tradition relates that Jacob’s patriarchal ancestors, Abraham and Isaac, had likewise studied in the tents of Shem and Eber. Rebecca, Jacob’s mother, also is recorded to have sought counsel with Shem, her ancestor. In commenting on the verse, “she went to inquire of God” (Genesis 25:22), the midrash states that, “Rebecca went to the academy of Shem, son of Noah, to inquire how (her) unborn children would turn out” (Yalkut Me’Am Lo’ez, Toledoth 1).
Taken together, these teachings reveal an unbroken chain of tradition between the Israelites’ ancestors and the progenitors of mankind, coupled with a filial progression extending from Adam, through Noah, Shem, Eber, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. This lineage is not only genealogical, but primarily spiritual, a central vector of transmission of a Torah originating from the beginning of creation, a metaphorical ladder connecting heaven and earth, instructing mankind from that place, Mount Moriah in Jerusalem, the ‘navel of the earth’. The name “Moriah” is said to derive from a Hebrew root signifying “instruction” – thus the Hebrew word denoting the latter, hora’ah. Similarly, Torah derives from the same root. It was here that the Sanhedrin, the Supreme Rabbinical Council, had been established, adjacent to the Temple, so that Mount Moriah became the site from which instruction in the law spread forth to all Israel. This law enunciated the principle that we are commanded not only to love our fellow Israelites as ourselves (Leviticus 19:18), but that the spirit of love should embrace all of humanity: “Thou shalt love (the stranger) as thyself” (Leviticus 19:34). A singular requirement incumbent upon the rabbis of the Sanhedrin was that they had to be conversant in all of the 70 languages of Mankind, thus underlining the convergence of the particular and the universal inhering in their calling.
The Chosen People and the Chosen Land: The Universal Telos 
of the Redemption of Israel
The Jewish people have been chosen to fulfill a purpose which embraces all of humanity. For this reason, “ye shall be Mine own treasure from among all peoples…and ye shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests (cohanim), and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:5-6). The root of the Hebrew word cohen (priest) signifies service, and it is as a distinct nation that we are called upon to fulfill a divinely designated task. The unique aspect of the Jewish people’s national character, as we have seen, is its quintessential universality. This special characteristic underlines the meaning of the liturgical formula: “God…chose us from among all the nations” – bachar banu mikol ha’amim”. These words are recited in the blessing that is spoken by one who is designated to read a section of the Torah. On the face of it, this formula is elitist and ethnocentric, but in light of all that we have seen, it bears a wider, inclusivist connotation: He has chosen us from among the nations, from within the midst of the nations. Within Israel, all of the nations are represented, organically and ontologically. This convergence of the particular and universal in Jewish identity is the outcome of a process that has been determined in history through the vehicle of dispersion and ingathering. 
In Israel et l’Humanite, published in 1914, the Italian rabbi and kabbalist, Elijah Benamozegh, wrote that every people “has a natural disposition to receive truth in one way rather than another, to contemplate it from a particular perspective. So it is…with the very idea of God. These diverse conceptions of God are hypostatized by the various peoples into their own particular divinities, but when joined together in a higher synthesis, they become, with respect to human worship and human understanding as a whole, the authentic God” (p. 300-301). The Jewish monotheistic ethos represents this synthesis, and the Jewish people serves as its witness. For this purpose, “they shall inherit the land (of Israel) for ever: they are the branch of My planting, the work of My hands, that I may be glorified” (Isaiah 60:21). As a nation, firmly planted in its land, we were chosen to serve as the vehicle for the establishment of God’s sovereignty among all the peoples of the earth. In tandem with its universal calling, Israel is thus compared to 
“the central shoot of the tree, in contrast to the boughs and branches which grow out to the side; they all tend towards different spheres, each national branch towards the sphere of its own special nature and special idea, whereas the central shoot which grows from the main stem tends straight up towards the sky, bending neither to one side nor the other. God has planted this people neither with his right nor with his left hand but with both hands; it is His own people. And so this people and this land belong together from the beginning, by reason of their very nature. In this sense, too, they are both ‘set aside’: not in the sense that they are separated from the rest of the world, but for the world’s own sake they persist in their medial existence, in which they are interdependent and which they can only fulfill together” (Buber, p. 87).
Abba Eban, in My Country, wrote: “The tension between national particularity and broad universal vision runs through the whole of Jewish history. Israel’s task is not to ensure the total eclipse of one by the other, but to bring them together in creative alliance”. Rabbi Kook, in his funerary eulogy to Theodore Herzl (ha misped `al mashiach ben yossef), traced this duality to the Biblical rivalry pitting Judah against his brother Joseph. The former, from whom David descended, epitomized the national-centric tendency within Israel; the latter, the universalist trend. As modern Jews, we have often felt torn between these two poles. We sense an acute tension between the universal and humanistic tendency, on the one hand, and our self-awareness as a distinct cultural, religious and ethnic collectivity, on the other. We may recall, in this connection, a familiar slogan from the Enlightenment period: “Be a man in the street and be a Jew at home”. The notion that the two were irreconcilable was assumed to be axiomatic. This premise is categorically false. There is no inherent contradiction between these 2 aspects of Jewish identity – the universal and the particularistic. Quite to the contrary, they are complimentary: the particularity of the Jewish people is its uniquely universal character. 
We, the Jewish people, are indeed an “assembly of nations” – a kahal goyim. This is the ontological baseline of Jewish existence. It is also a fact of history – no mere abstract notion. The Jews have nurtured an identity which is at one and the same time Jewish and organically integrative of the human family per se. Nowhere else is this more evident than in the State of Israel. Our people have gathered from the far reaches of the earth – Jews from India, Yemen, America, Ethiopia, and now also from Japan – 108 different lands! In Israel today we may see on every corner the peculiarly multi-cultural and multi-ethnic composition of Jewish national identity. To coin a term from Theodore Herzl’s visionary novel, Altneuland, Israeli society has become a “Mosaic mosaic”. 
We may now have gained a clearer understanding of the nexus Biblical prophecy and Jewish liturgy establish between the covenanted redemption of Israel and that of mankind. Throughout Biblical prophecy, the sequence is the same: the redemption of the Jewish people is both a model and a harbinger of the union of all nations under One God. This is why the redemption of Israel and its return to its homeland is conditioned by the nations’ explicit consent thereto (Tractate Ketubot 110b): universal redemption is conditioned by the redemption of Israel, and therefore directly implicated in the latter.  The ‘Aleinu, with which we conclude our daily prayers, begins with the affirmation of Jewish acknowledgement “before the King of Kings, the Holy One blessed be He”, who has set us apart from the nations. But it concludes with the vision of a day “when all mankind will call upon Thy name”, and the prophetic promise that, “the Lord shall be King over all the earth, on that day shall the Lord be One and his name One”. It begins with the letter ‘ayin, and concludes with the letter dalet, forming the Hebrew word ‘ed, meaning “witness”. Yes, we are a chosen people. But Chossen in Japanese means challenge. We have been, and continue to be, challenged to bear testimony to the unity of all people under One God. As we endeavor, as Jews, to reconcile the many ethnic, cultural, religious, and ideological differences among ourselves, the scope of which parallels that of the human family in its entirety, we can set an example for all nations. 
All eyes are focused today on Jerusalem, the “eye of the world” (Bereshith Rabba 63:14), and the people of Israel has recently shown the world, once again, what it really means to be a Jew. We have all seen, on our television screens, in our very living rooms, the people of Israel torn asunder in a heart wrenching and bitter struggle over the means to achieve peace, if only a faint glimmer of hope for peace. Homes and synagogues destroyed, people forcibly removed, even cemeteries displaced; brother against brother, sister against sister – but not a single shot fired. The soldiers who were assigned the arduous and painful task of forcibly evacuating their brethren from Gaza were the very same men and women who quenched their thirst with water, prayed together with them, and embraced them with tears in their eyes. The people of Israel has taught us – has taught the entire world – what it means to be a Jew, and what it truly means to be a human being, created in the image of God.

