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The decades that transformed Judaism

Judaism was shaped through three 
brief periods of radical changes, 
each lasting just a few decades: the 
Abrahamic revolution that shaped 
Judaism 1.0; the 1st century CE de-

struction of the Temple and expul-
sion of the Jews that shaped Judaism 2.0; 
and the 20th century Zionist revolution 
that seeded Judaism 3.0. 

Judaism 1.0
The book of Genesis describes human-

ity’s defining event – the exodus from 
the land of Shinar in the aftermath of 
the Tower of Babel debacle. Since the 
flood (the re-beginning), the entirety of 
humanity was bunched together in one 
place with one language and one narra-
tive – the ultimate utopia of universal-
ism that today, 4,000 years later, some 
aspire toward. 

That “Imagine”-like era lasted for at 
least a century, but then global reality 
was shaken to its core: mass migration 
occurred, nations were formed, languag-
es and cultures developed. Universalism 
ended and particularity began. Into this 
environment of maximalism and radical 
changes, Abraham comes to the world.

Born 292 years after the flood while 
Noah was still alive, Abraham grew up 
at a time when all of reported humanity 
was still alive – 11 generations! But when 
he was 50 years old, the first reported 
death occurred: that of his grandfa-
ther Nahor. Some 10 years later, the 
patriarch Noah died as well. This inevi-
tably changed things. Noah was the one 
person who lived at the time Adam, who 
spoke of God and who seeded this all. A 
third death hit Abraham much closer: 
his brother Haran died prematurely. 

Through those events, Abraham rec-
ognizes that humanity is transforming. 
He hears God’s call, receives his blessing 
and plants the seeds for Judaism 1.0.

And then, a new feature of humanity 
came about: war. Just like later in the 
cases of Judaism 2.0 and Judaism 3.0, 
war was about to shape the course of 
Judaism 1.0.

The split into nations created hierar-
chies and competing interests. This by 
itself is not a cause for war. After all, God 
emphasized after the flood that hierar-
chy was to be part of the new world order. 
But when a coalition of five kings re-
belled against a hierarchy that had been 
in place for 12 years, a massive world 
war erupted. Abraham inserted him-
self into this war and single-handedly 
changed its course. Abraham’s strength 
led nations to seek treaties with him, as 
reflected in the accords with the King of 
Salem and then King of Gerar: peace for 
peace. It also led to broad recognition of 
God, Whom Abraham served.

In those few short decades, Abraham’s 
military intervention also shaped the 
course of events that are described in 
the Torah centuries later. The book of 
Deuteronomy delineates the population 
replacement that occurred in the after-
math of that war. This in turn provid-
ed the ideological legitimacy for the 
population replacement that was about 
to happen in Canaan. 

That first world war also likely gave 
rise to the global philosophical divide 
of that time. Every era has its guiding 
global philosophical divide: monarchy 
vs. republicanism in the 19th century; 
communism vs capitalism in the 20th; 
and seemingly European universalism 
vs. American particularity in the 21st 
century (in early stages). In that biblical 
era, it was Egypt vs. Israel – paganism vs 
monotheism – as depicted in the book of 
Exodus.

Abraham planted the seeds, but it 
would take centuries for Judaism 1.0 to 
more fully develop: the Exodus from 
Egypt, receiving of the Torah, “education 
through migration,” settlement of land, 
worship and the inauguration of the 
Temple, which became the anchor of 
Judaism 1.0.

Judaism 2.0
1,500 years of Judaism 1.0 went by, 

and then, in just a few short decades in 
the 1st century CE, events again trans-
formed Judaism. 

Here too, war played an important 
role, but this was no longer the biblical 

era-type of wars that were driven by dis-
putes over land, resources and taxes. The 
European invaders introduced a human-
ity-altering cause of war: ideological ne-
gation.

The Greeks and then Romans aggres-
sively imposed their own ideology on 
the region’s nations. Nearly all nations 
capitulated and are now extinct. One 
nation resisted and is still intact: the 
Jews. 

Europe would continue to carry this 
flag of negation until today, serving as a 
primary cause of destabilization in the 
Middle East. Indeed, European actions 
in the 1st century: destroying the Jewish 
Temple, banning Jewish worship, de-
porting Jews from Jerusalem and then 
from Judea – were meant to obliterate 
Jewish particularity. Yet the Jewish na-
tion-religion survived by going through 
a transformation and adopting a new 
anchor that was suited for the new 
reality of exile: Rabbinical Judaism. The 
synagogue replaced the Temple, prayer 
replaced sacrifices, the insular ghetto 
replaced the insular life in Judea, and 
the yearning to return to Zion replaced 

the actual presence in Jerusalem.
It would take centuries for Judaism 2.0 

to fully develop, but here too, the seeds 
took root in just a few short decades.

Judaism 3.0
In the following 1,800 years, the 

Jewish nation-religion, now in exile, 
was preserved through both an internal 
glue of religiosity and an external glue 
of insularity. But starting in the 19th 
century, there was a steep decline in 
Jewish religious observance (from argu-
ably close to 100% observance then 
to less than 10% today), alongside the 
crumbling of outer walls that confined 
Judaism. Once again Judaism was losing 
its anchor. Yet, as the Jewish religious 
connector faded, the Jewish national 
connector was dramatically augmented.

In just a few decades, Judaism was 
once again transformed. A dream in 
1895 turned into a Jewish political 
entity – the Zionist Congress – and 
cumulated in the reestablishment of 
the Jewish State in 1948. Judaism got 
a new anchor: Zionism. Described by 
Theodor Herzl as an “infinite ideal,” Zi-
onism became the conduit for the Jews’ 
return to Judaism.

Just like in the previous transforma-
tions of Judaism, war also played an 
important role in shaping Judaism 3.0. 
Once again, European negation was at 
the forefront. In 1920, France overthrew 
the pro-Zionist Arab king of Syria, Fais-
al bin Hussein, ending the prospects 
of a nearly utopian Jewish-Arab peace, 
forcing a domino effect of land-carving, 
and igniting the first shots (in the 1920 
Battle of Tel Hai) of what later became 
known as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Europe also provided a lifeline to the 
Iranian regime that threatens the Jewish 
state and other Abrahamic nations of 
the region. But this also has turned 
Arab nations closer to Israel, leading to 
the historic 2020 Abraham accords – a 
testament of the triumph of Zionism 
and a deja vu to that utopian biblical 
era, before the string of debilitating 
European interventions.

Just like with Judaism 1.0, which 
was seeded in Abraham’s times, and 
Judaism 2.0, which was seeded in the 
1st century CE, the radical changes 
that seeded 3.0 took only a few short 
decades – but just like then, it will take 
a long time for Judaism 3.0 to develop. 
We are still in the early days.  ■
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And we start anew – at Bereshit. The 
Jewish yearly cycle brings us back to the 
beginning, to Genesis, to prehistoric times. 
Again, after completing the Book of Deu-
teronomy, we return to the first of the five 

books of the Bible, to the first Torah portion and to its 
first verse: “In the beginning of God’s creation of the 
heavens and the earth.” Somewhere, way back when, 
everything began. The world was created, water was 
created, along with the heavens, earth, plants, trees, 
animals and man.

The story of Creation can be read in many ways. For 
thousands of years, it has been analyzed, examined 
and studied in a myriad of methods. It is no wonder. 
The story of Creation contains the richness of all of 
creation. In just a few words, in a few dozen verses of re-
strained excitement, the Scriptures tell us everything. 
All the great secrets, all the hidden answers – it is all 
concealed in this story of mysterious glory: “And God 
said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.”

The most prominent theme in the story of Creation 
is God’s opinion of it. We read the sentence “And God 
saw that it was good” seven times. God, the Creator of 
the universe, attests before us that the creation is good. 
It is possible that we might have to occasionally make 
an effort to reveal this goodness, but it is there.

Is there anything “not good” in creation? Yes!
And the Lord God said, “It is not good that man 

should be alone; I will make him a helpmate opposite 

him” (Genesis 2:18).
What is not good is loneliness. This must be solved. 

And, indeed, the solution is the relationship between 
man and woman, the “helpmate opposite him” that 
God creates.

It is important to note: God could have prevented 
this problem in advance, but that was not what He 
wanted. God created man with a problem, with an 
essential lack of wholeness. That was how we were to 
learn that this problem, the issue of loneliness, can be 
solved by the marital bond. 

What is the problem with loneliness? Undoubtedly, 
it is a significant cause of depression. So, we ask, what 
is it about human companionship that is so vital to a 
person? Why is a lonely person an incomplete person? 

When we delve into the significance of the phrase 
“a helpmate opposite him,” we might be momentar-
ily taken aback. The solution to loneliness is the mar-
ital bond between man and woman when their basic 
stance is not identical but, on the contrary, is one 
“opposite” the other. Man and woman face each other 
and see reality differently from one another. The solu-
tion, therefore, is not to find someone like me to share 
my life with, but to find someone “opposite” me to 
share my life with.

A person who is not open to someone else’s per-
spective on life is a lonely person, even if he or she has 
many friends. A person who is not willing to hear a 
different opinion loses out on the richness of life, on 

the tremendous multitudes of thoughts and feelings. 
Loneliness is hard because people were meant to be 
open, ready to acknowledge and accept differences. 
Man was not created for himself, but to look into the 
eyes of another and be with them, together, in their 
life. 

In the words of Rabbi Yitzhak Arama (Spain 1420-It-
aly 1494): “God’s wisdom saw it fit that the bond of 
man and his wife not be [centered] on the sexual re-
lationship alone, like the other animals, but, rather, 
they should have a unique personal relationship that 
would strengthen their love and friendship, to draw 
full and complete support from each other in all their 
concerns, as befits them. This is what is stated: ‘It is 
not good that man should be alone’ – that is, that each 
male and female should be independent, like the other 
animals, which do not need each other’s companion-
ship” (Akeidat Yitzhak 8).

Parashat Bereshit does not deal with command-
ments. It deals with what precedes the command-
ments, with the human background of the laws. In 
order to be committed to commandments, we must be 
human beings. 

Relationships create humaneness, make our half 
into a whole, so long as we cherish and respect differ-
ences, the essential “opposite” for which we live to-
gether.  ■

The writer is rabbi of the Western Wall and holy sites.
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