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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.” 

 
ָך ְלגֹוי ַוּיֹאֶמר ה' ֶאל־ַאְבָרם ֶלְך־ְלָך ֵמַאְרְצָך ּוִמּמֹוַלְדְּתָך ּוִמֵּבית ָאִביָך ֶאל־ָהָאֶרץ ֲאׁשֶ  ר ַאְרֶאּךָ:  ְוֶאֶעשְֹ

ָלה ְׁשֶמָך ֶוְהיֵה ְּבָרָכה:  ַוֲאָבְרָכה ְמָבֲרֶכיָך ּוְמַקֶּלְלָך ָאאֹר ְוִנְבְרכּו ְבָך ּכֹל ִמְׁשְּפחֹת  ָּגדֹול ַוֲאָבֶרְכָך ַוֲאַגּדְ 
 ָהֲאָדָמה:

 
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.” 

 
ְוַעָּתה ִאם־ָׁשמֹוַע ִּתְׁשְמעּו ְּבקִֹלי ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאת־ְּבִריִתי ִוְהִייֶתם ִלי ְסגָֻּלה ִמָּכל־ָהַעִּמים ִּכי־ִלי ָּכל־ָהָאֶרץ:  

ֶּתם ִּתְהיּו־ִלי ַמְמֶלֶכת ּכֲֹהִנים ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוׁשְואַ   
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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.  
 

ְקדִֹׁשים ִּתְהיּו: ִּכי  --ִיְשָרֵאל, ְוָאַמְרָּת ֲאֵלֶהם-עֲַדת ְּבֵני-ָּכל-ַּדֵּבר ֶאל  במֶֹׁשה ֵּלאמֹר. -ֶאל  ’ַוְיַדֵּבר ה
  ה ֱאֹלֵהיֶכם.ָקדֹוׁש, ֲאִני ְיהוָ 

 

 
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. 

ַחִּי   ֹום ֶאת־ַהַֽ יָךֶ֙ ַהּיּ֔ ִּתי ְלָפֶנֶ֙ ה ָנַתַ֤ י ְמַצְּוָךָ֮ ַהּיֹום֒  ְרֵאֵ֨ ר ָאנִֹכִ֣ ע׃ ֲאֶׁשֵ֨ ֶות ְוֶאת־ָהָרַֽ ֹוב ְוֶאת־ַהָּמ  ים ְוֶאת־ַהטּ֑
ה ֶאת־ה ַרְכָךֶ֙ ה  ’ְלַאֲהָבָ֞ יָת ּוֵבַֽ יָת ְוָרִבּ֔ יו ְוָחִיִ֣ יו ּוִמְׁשָּפָטּ֑ יו ְוֻחקָֹת  ר ִמְצוָֹתָ֥ יו ְוִלְׁשמֹֹ֛ ֶכת ִּבְדָרָכּ֔ יָךֶ֙ ָלֶלִ֣   ’ֱאֹלֶהֶ֙

ֶרץ ֲאׁשֶ  יָך ָּבָאָ֕ ּה׃  ֱאֹלֶהּ֔ ָּמה ְלִרְׁשָּתַֽ ה ָבא־ָׁש  ים  …ר־ַאָּתָ֥ ִים ְוֶאת־ָהָאֶרץ֒ ַהַחִּיַ֤ ם ַהּיֹוםָ֮ ֶאת־ַהָשַמִ֣ ִתי ָבֶכִ֣ ַהִעידֵֹ֨
ה ְוַזְרֶעַָֽך ַען ִּתְחֶי ה ַאָּתָ֥ ים ְלַמָ֥ ַחִּיּ֔ ַחְרָּתֶ֙ ַּבַֽ ה ּוָבַֽ ה ְוַהְקָלָלּ֑ יָך ַהְּבָרָכ  ִּתי ְלָפֶנּ֔ ֶותֶ֙ ָנַתִ֣ ֲהָבהֶ֙ ֶאת־ְהְוַהָּמֶ֙   ’׃ ְלַאַֽ

ה ֲאֶׁש֩ר נִ  ֶבת ַעל־ָהֲאָדָמָ֗ יָך ָלֶׁשִ֣ ֶרְך יֶָמּ֔ יָךֶ֙ ְואִֹ֣ ּוא ַחּיֶֶ֙ י הַ֤ ֹו ִּכִ֣ ֹו ּוְלָדְבָקה־בּ֑ ַע ְּבקֹל  יָך ִלְׁשמָֹ֥ ע הֱאֹלֶהּ֔   ’ְׁשַּבֵ֨
ם׃ )פ(   ת ָלֶהַֽ ב ָלֵתָ֥ ְליַעֲקֹ  ק ּוַֽ ם ְלִיְצָחָ֥ יָך ְלַאְבָרָהֹ֛  ַלֲאבֶֹתֹ֛

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. 

 
ִים׃ ֶרץ ִמְצָרַֽ ם ְּבֶאָ֥ ים ֱהִייֶת  י־ֵגִרָ֥ ר ִּכַֽ ם ְיַדְעֶּתםֶ֙ ֶאת־ֶנִֶ֣פׁש ַהֵּגּ֔ ץ ְוַאֶּתָ֗ א ִתְלָחּ֑ ִֹ֣ ר ל  ְוֵג 
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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. 
 
ַעִּמים ֲאֶׁשר   יהָֹוה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ְּבָך ָּבַחר ׀ ְיהָֹוה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ִלְהיֹות לֹו ְלַעם ְסגָֻּלה ִמּכֹל ָהַֽ ִּכי ַעם ָקדֹוׁש ַאָּתה ַלַֽ

ה:   ֲאָדָמַֽ י־ַאֶּתם ַהְמַעט ִמָּכל־  ַעל־ְּפֵני ָהַֽ ַעִּמים ָחַׁשק ְיהָֹוה ָּבֶכם ַוִּיְבַחר ָּבֶכם ִּכַֽ ֻרְּבֶכם ִמָּכל־ָהַֽ לֹא ֵמַֽ
הֲ  ים: ִּכי ֵמַאַֽ ַעִּמַֽ ֲאבֵֹתיֶכם הֹוִציא ְיהָֹוה ֶאְתֶכם ָהַֽ ַבת ְיהָֹוה ֶאְתֶכם ּוִמָשְמרֹו ֶאת־ַהְשֻבָעה ֲאֶׁשר ִנְׁשַּבע ַלַֽ

ִים:   ֶלְך־ִמְצָרַֽ ִַּֽיְפְּדָך ִמֵּבית עֲָבִדים ִמּיַד ַּפְרעֹה ֶמַֽ  ְּביָד ֲחָזָקה ַוַֽ
 
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  אֶמר ָנֵקֵ֨ ָֹ֗ ֹורַוּי יָךֶ֙ ְלאִ֣ יב ּוְנַתִּתֶ֙ ל ְלָהִׁשּ֑ י[ ִיְשָרֵא  ב ונצירי ]ּוְנצּוֵרָ֥ י יַעֲקֹּ֔ ֶבד ְלָהִקיםֶ֙ ֶאת־ִׁשְבֵטִ֣ ְהיֹוְתָךָ֥ ִליֶ֙ ֶעּ֔   ִמַֽ

ֶרץ׃ )ס( ה ָהָאַֽ י ַעד־ְקֵצָ֥ ֹות ְיׁשּוָעִת  ְהיָ֥ ם ִלַֽ  ּגֹוִיּ֔
 
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 
 
ֹות   ַח ֵעיַנִִַֽ֣ים ִעְורּ֑ ם׃ ִלְפקֹ  ֹור  ּגֹוִיַֽ ם ְלאָ֥ ית ָע  ָך ְוֶאָצְרָךָ֗ ְוֶאֶּתְנָךֹ֛ ִלְבִרָ֥ ֶדק ְוַאְחֵזִ֣ק ְּביֶָדּ֑ יָךַֽ ְבֶצ   ֲאִנִ֧י ְיהָוֹ֛ה ְקָראִתָ֥
 
 
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. 
 

ֲאָדָמה ַעל־ֵּכן ֶאְפקֹד עֲ ם:  ַרק ֶאְתֶכם יַָדְעִּתי ִמּכֹל ִמְׁשְּפחֹות ָהַֽ ֵתיֶכַֽ ֵליֶכם ֵאת ָּכל־עֲֹונַֹֽ  
 

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.   


