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Together & Apart: The Future of Jewish Peoplehood 
Unit Three: Judaism of Becoming 

with Rabbi Lauren Berkun 
 

I. Judaism of Becoming: Judaism is What you DO 
 
1.  Genesis 12:1-3 
 
The Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to the 

land that I will show you.  
2I will make of you a great nation,  

And I will bless you;  

I will make your name great,  

And you shall be a blessing.  
3I will bless those who bless you  

And curse him that curses you;  

And all the families of the earth  

Shall bless themselves by you.” 

 
ךָ לְגוֹי וַיּאֹמֶר ה' אֶל־אַבְרָם לֶךְ־לְךָ מֵאַרְצְךָ וּמִמּוֹלַדְתְּךָ וּמִבֵּית אָבִיךָ אֶל־הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁ  ר אַרְאֶךָּ:  וְאֶעֶשְֹ

לָה שְׁמֶךָ וֶהְיֵה בְּרָכָה:  וַאֲבָרְכָה מְבָרֲכֶיךָ וּמְקַלֶּלְךָ אָאֹר וְנִבְרְכוּ בְךָ כּלֹ מִשְׁפְּחתֹ  גָּדוֹל וַאֲבָרֶכְךָ וַאֲגַדְּ 
 הָאֲדָמָה:

 
2.  Exodus 19:4-6 

 
4‘You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you 

to Me. 5Now 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, 6but 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.” 

 
וְעַתָּה אִם־שָׁמוֹעַ תִּשְׁמְעוּ בְּקלִֹי וּשְׁמַרְתֶּם אֶת־בְּרִיתִי וִהְיִיתֶם לִי סְגלָֻּה מִכָּל־הָעַמִּים כִּי־לִי כָּל־הָאָרֶץ:  

תֶּם תִּהְיוּ־לִי מַמְלֶכֶת כֹּהֲנִים וְגוֹי קָדוֹשׁוְאַ   
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3. Leviticus 19:1-2  
 
The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 2 Speak to the whole Israelite community and say to them: You 

shall be holy, for I the Lord your God, am holy.  
 

קְדֹשִׁים תִּהְיוּ: כִּי  --יִשְרָאֵל, וְאָמַרְתָּ אֲלֵהֶם-עֲדַת בְּנֵי-כָּל-דַּבֵּר אֶל  במֹשֶׁה לֵּאמֹר. -אֶל  ’וַיְדַבֵּר ה
  ה אֱלֹהֵיכֶם.קָדוֹשׁ, אֲנִי יְהוָ 

 

 
4. Deuteronomy 30:15-20 
 

15See, I set before you this day life and prosperity, death and adversity. 16For I command you 

this day, to love the Lord your God, to walk in His ways, and to keep His commandments, His 

laws, and His rules, that you may thrive and increase, and that the Lord your God may bless you 

in the land that you are about to enter and possess… I have put before you life and death, 

blessing and curse. Choose life—if you and your offspring would live—20by loving the Lord your 

God, heeding His commands, and holding fast to Him. For thereby you shall have life and shall 

long endure upon the soil that the Lord swore to your ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to 

give to them. 

חַיִּ   וֹם אֶת־הַַֽ יךֶָ֙ הַיּּ֔ תִּי לְפָנֶֶ֙ ה נָתַַ֤ י מְצַוְּךָָ֮ הַיּוֹם֒  רְאֵֵ֨ ר אָנֹכִִ֣ ע׃ אֲשֵֶׁ֨ וֶת וְאֶת־הָרַָֽ וֹב וְאֶת־הַמָּ  ים וְאֶת־הַטּ֑
ה אֶת־ה רַכְךֶָ֙ ה  ’לְאַהֲבָָ֞ יתָ וּבֵַֽ יתָ וְרָבִּ֔ יו וְחָיִִ֣ יו וּמִשְׁפָּטָּ֑ יו וְחֻקתָֹ  ר מִצְותָָֹ֥ יו וְלִשְׁמֹֹ֛ כֶת בִּדְרָכָּ֔ יךֶָ֙ לָלִֶ֣   ’אֱלֹהֶֶ֙

רֶץ אֲשֶׁ  יךָ בָּאָָ֕ הּ׃  אֱלֹהֶּ֔ מָּה לְרִשְׁתַָּֽ ה בָא־שָׁ  ים  …ר־אַתָָּ֥ יִם וְאֶת־הָאָרֶץ֒ הַחַיִַּ֤ ם הַיּוֹםָ֮ אֶת־הַשָמִַ֣ תִי בָכִֶ֣ הַעִידֵֹ֨
ה וְזַרְעֶַֽךָ עַן תִּחְיֶ ה אַתָָּ֥ ים לְמַָ֥ חַיִּּ֔ חַרְתֶָּ֙ בַַּֽ ה וּבַָֽ ה וְהַקְלָלָּ֑ יךָ הַבְּרָכָ  תִּי לְפָנֶּ֔ וֶתֶ֙ נָתִַ֣ הֲבָהֶ֙ אֶת־ְהוְהַמֶָּ֙   ’׃ לְאַַֽ

ה אֲשֶׁר֩ נִ  בֶת עַל־הָאֲדָמָָ֗ יךָ לָשִֶׁ֣ רֶךְ ימֶָּ֔ יךֶָ֙ וְאִֹ֣ וּא חַיֶֶּ֙ י הַ֤ וֹ כִִּ֣ וֹ וּלְדָבְקָה־בּ֑ עַ בְּקלֹ  יךָ לִשְׁמָֹ֥ ע האֱלֹהֶּ֔   ’שְׁבֵַּ֨
ם׃ )פ(   ת לָהֶַֽ ב לָתֵָ֥ לְיעַקֲֹ  ק וַּֽ ם לְיִצְחָָ֥ יךָ לְאַבְרָהָֹ֛  לַאֲבתֶֹֹ֛

5. Exodus 23:9 
 

9You shall not oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger, having yourselves 

been strangers in the land of Egypt. 

 
יִם׃ רֶץ מִצְרַָֽ ם בְּאֶָ֥ ים הֱיִיתֶ  י־גֵרִָ֥ ר כִַּֽ ם יְדַעְתֶּםֶ֙ אֶת־נִֶ֣פֶשׁ הַגֵּּ֔ ץ וְאַתֶָּ֗ א תִלְחָּ֑ ִֹ֣ ר ל  וְגֵ 
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II. “Chosenness of Being”  
 
6. Deuteronomy 7:7-8 

 

6For you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God: of all the peoples on earth the Lord 
your God chose you to be His treasured people. 7It is not because you are the most numerous 

of peoples that the Lord set His heart on you and chose you—indeed, you are the smallest of 
peoples; 8but it was because the Lord favored you and kept the oath He made to your fathers 
that the Lord freed you with a mighty hand and rescued you from the house of bondage, from 

the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. 
 
עַמִּים אֲשֶׁר   יהוָֹה אֱלֹהֶיךָ בְּךָ בָּחַר ׀ יְהוָֹה אֱלֹהֶיךָ לִהְיוֹת לוֹ לְעַם סְגלָֻּה מִכּלֹ הַָֽ כִּי עַם קָדוֹשׁ אַתָּה לַַֽ

ה:   אֲדָמַָֽ י־אַתֶּם הַמְעַט מִכָּל־  עַל־פְּנֵי הַָֽ עַמִּים חָשַׁק יְהוָֹה בָּכֶם וַיִּבְחַר בָּכֶם כִַּֽ רֻבְּכֶם מִכָּל־הַָֽ לאֹ מֵַֽ
הֲ  ים: כִּי מֵאַַֽ עַמִַּֽ אֲבתֵֹיכֶם הוֹצִיא יְהוָֹה אֶתְכֶם הַָֽ בַת יְהוָֹה אֶתְכֶם וּמִשָמְרוֹ אֶת־הַשְבֻעָה אֲשֶׁר נִשְׁבַּע לַַֽ

יִם:   לֶךְ־מִצְרַָֽ ַֽיִּפְדְּךָ מִבֵּית עֲבָדִים מִיַּד פַּרְעֹה מֶַֽ  בְּיָד חֲזָקָה וַַֽ
 
7.  Leviticus 26:41-44 
 

41When I, in turn, have been hostile to them and have removed them into the land of their 
enemies, then at last shall their obdurate heart humble itself, and they shall atone for their 

iniquity. 42Then will I remember My covenant with Jacob; I will remember also My covenant 
with Isaac, and also My covenant with Abraham; and I will remember the land.  
43For the land shall be forsaken of them, making up for its sabbath years by being desolate of 
them, while they atone for their iniquity; for the abundant reason that they rejected My rules 

and spurned My laws. 44Yet, even then, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not 
reject them or spurn them so as to destroy them, annulling My covenant with them: for I the 

Lord am their God. 45I will remember in their favor the covenant with the ancients, whom I 
freed from the land of Egypt in the sight of the nations to be their God: I, the Lord. 
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III. Chosenness of Becoming 
 
8.  Isaiah 49:6  
 

6For God has said:  

“It is too little that you should be My servant  

In that I raise up the tribes of Jacob  

And restore the survivors of Israel:  

I will also make you a light of nations,  

That My salvation may reach the ends of the earth.” 

 
ל  אמֶר נָקֵֵ֨ ָֹ֗ וֹרוַיּ יךֶָ֙ לְאִ֣ יב וּנְתַתִֶּ֙ ל לְהָשִּׁ֑ י[ יִשְרָאֵ  ב ונצירי ]וּנְצוּרֵָ֥ י יעַקֲֹּ֔ בֶד לְהָקִיםֶ֙ אֶת־שִׁבְטִֵ֣ הְיוֹתְךָָ֥ לִיֶ֙ עֶּ֔   מִַֽ

רֶץ׃ )ס( ה הָאַָֽ י עַד־קְצֵָ֥ וֹת יְשׁוּעָתִ  הְיָ֥ ם לִַֽ  גּוֹיִּ֔
 
9.  Isaiah 42:6-7 

6I the Lord, in My grace, have summoned you,  

And I have grasped you by the hand.  
I created you, and appointed you  
A covenant people, a light of nations—  
7Opening eyes deprived of light 
 
וֹת   חַ עֵינִַַֽ֣יִם עִוְרּ֑ ם׃ לִפְקֹ  וֹר  גּוֹיִַֽ ם לְאָ֥ ית עָ  ךָ וְאֶצָרְךָָ֗ וְאֶתֶּנְךָֹ֛ לִבְרִָ֥ דֶק וְאַחְזִֵ֣ק בְּיָדֶּ֑ יךַָֽ בְצֶ   אֲנִִ֧י יְהוָֹ֛ה קְרָאתִָ֥
 
 
10.  Amos 3:2 

 
2You alone have I singled out  

Of all the families of the earth—  
That is why I will call you to account  

For all your iniquities. 
 

אֲדָמָה עַל־כֵּן אֶפְקֹד עֲ ם:  רַק אֶתְכֶם יָדַעְתִּי מִכּלֹ מִשְׁפְּחוֹת הַָֽ תֵיכֶַֽ לֵיכֶם אֵת כָּל־עֲוֹנַֹֽ  
 

IV. Conversion of Being/Conversion of Becoming 
  

 

Michael Walzer, “The Anomalies of Jewish Political Identity,” Jewish Peoplehood: Change and 
Challenge 

 
We all know how anomalous Jewish identity is, and we all know the reasons.  The Jews are a 
people as well as a nation (albeit for a long time a stateless one), and as such, they are a 
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collective of a familiar kind.  There are many nations, and we are one among them.  At the 
same time, the Jews are a religious community, a community of faith, as we say in the United 
States – which is another collective of a familiar kind.  There are many religions, and ours is one 
among them.  The anomaly is that these two collectives are not of the same kind, and, except in 
the Jewish case, they don’t ordinarily coincide. 
 

In the United States, it was Jewish advocates of cultural pluralism, most notably Horace Kallen, 

who invented the idea of hyphenated Americans, thereby enabling us to add “American” to our 

identity, without giving up “Jewish.”  Thanks to Kallen, we are not Americans who happen to be 

of the Jewish religion; we are both American Jews (religiously) and Jewish-Americans 

(nationally).  We pretend that we are like American Catholics, on the one hand, and like Italian-

Americans on the other.  But the analogy doesn’t work in either case.  Many American 

Catholics, for example, are not Italian, and some Italian-Americans are not Catholic, while our 

religious and national identities continue, anomalously, to coincide.  Even those of us who 

aren’t personally religious, are Jewish in both these senses.  

 

Being anomalous isn’t popular. People find us hard to understand. Because neither our national 

nor our religious community is inclusive in the standard way, we are accused of being parochial, 

hostile to outsiders, exclusionary, chauvinist, and, in any group except our own, disloyal and 

subversive… 

 

It really isn’t all that hard for our neighbors to live with our anomalies, if they are minded to do 

so, and they should be so minded. In a world where there are many ways of being different, 

and an extraordinary diversity of customs and beliefs, what justice requires (from us, in the 

Diaspora and in Israel, and from everyone else too) is respect for difference – and our own 

differences are among those that demand respect. 

 

Of course, we should insist that the world allow us to be what we are… but first we must accept 

ourselves as we are – anomalies and all.   


