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Introduction

We’re amazed by how many people have become
interested in Judaism in recent years. Some people
interested in Judaism are in search of meaningful
connections to the past. Some have a hunger for deeper
understanding and ritual, a longing for something
precious to pass on to their children, something
nourishing and loving to live by. For many Jews (and non-
Jews, to0), this interest has meant exploring the rich
tapestry of Judaism — some discovering the religion for
the first time, others re-examining the lost or forgotten
traditions from their youth.

Whether you’re Jewish or not, you may be curious about
the many aspects of Judaism. With that in mind, we offer
you Judaism All-in-One For Dummies. Wherever you’'re
coming from — whether you’re interested in the religion
or the spirituality, the culture or the ethnic traditions —
this book offers you a taste of Judaism, right down to the
Jewish cooking recipes!

About This Book

Judaism All-in-One For Dummaies offers you a glimpse
into Judaism. You find out what Jews generally believe
and discover the special days they celebrate. You even
get a quick primer on the Hebrew language and popular
Jewish recipes.

Although this book doesn’t cover everything about
Judaism, you find out the basics so that the next time
you're invited to a holiday celebration, Jewish wedding,
or synagogue, you know why it’s happening, what to
expect, and what food you might be eating. You can even



talk intelligently about the Torah, the Talmud, and the
Kabbaleh.

Even better, we’ve packaged all this great information in
six easy-to-read minibooks that are organized in easy-to-
access chapters:

» Book 1: Judaism

» Book 2: The Torah

» Book 3: The Talmud

» Book 4: The Kabbalah
» Book 5: Hebrew

» Book 6: Jewish Cooking

Foolish Assumptions

When writing this book, we assumed that our readers
didn’t know anything about Jews and Judaism. Toward
that end, we explain all the rituals, ideas, and terms that
you need to know in a way that you can understand, even
if you're reading about these things for the first time.

We also don’t assume that you’'re Jewish, nor do we
assume that you want to be or want to adopt every
practice, custom, and rituals.

If you fit into any of these assumptions, this book is for
you:

» You feel pretty educated as a Jewish person, but you
never really understood what the Torah or Talmud is all
about.

» You know nothing about the Torah or Talmud, or you're
aware of some common misconceptions about them
that you want to clear up.



» You want to find out more about Judaism, but you don’t
want to struggle through an academic book about it.
Instead, you want a friendly, informal, but accurate
treatment of the subject.

» You've heard about the Torah and are curious about it
because you know that it's the central book and
foundation of Judaism.

» You're a spiritual seeker, and you’ve heard that the
Torah is the cornerstone of the Jewish path and the
hiding place of all the secrets of Kabbalah.

» You're Jewish but realize that you never received a
good Jewish education or you want to supplement,
enrich, broaden, and expand your Jewish knowledge.

» You’'re not Jewish, but you want to understand more
about Jewish life, including that of your Jewish friends
and neighbors.

» You've attended a synagogue service, and you’d like to
know more about it.

Whatever the reason for your journey, we’'re happy
you're here — and hopefully, you'll leave this book with a
lot more knowledge that what you opened it with, no
matter where you are on your path!

Icons Used in This Book

All For Dummaies books feature icons (little pictures that
grab your attention) in the margins to serve you well.
Think of them as road signs pointing to different kinds of
information in the chapters.



©

ne  This icon points out useful tidbits to help you
make more sense out of something.

@

rememser 1 NIS icon highlights ideas you should keep in mind
as you explore or practice Judaism.

®

warnine 1he text next to this icon helps you steer clear of
any road blocks or mistakes.

o
ﬂﬂ
TECHNICAL

sturr - When we present interesting, but not essential
information, we use this icon.

Beyond the Book

In addition to the abundance of information that we
provide in this book, you get access to even more help
and information online at Dummies.com. Check out this
book’s online Cheat Sheet. Just go to www.dummies.com and
search for “Judaism All-in-One For Dummies Cheat
Sheet.”

Where to Go from Here

This book is a reference, meaning that you don’t need to
read it in order like a bestselling novel. You don’t have to
read these minibooks or even the chapters in order —
you can skip directly to what interests you.
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Our suggestion is to start with what interests you. If you
know nothing about Judaism, you may want to start with
Book 1. If you want to prepare a Jewish dish to share,
check out Book 6. And if you're heading to your first
synagogue, check out Book 2, Chapter 4.

If you’re not sure where to start, flip through the Table of
Contents or index, find a topic that piques your interest,
and flip to the book or chapter. No matter where you
choose to start, you can find enough to get started in
your exploration of Judaism.
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Chapter 1

What Jews Generally
Believe

IN THIS CHAPTER

» Exploring the difference between Ashkenazi and
Sephardi Jews

» Discovering the many names of God
» Looking at the Torah and the Talmud
» Exploring the worlds of the Kabbalah
» Pondering Jewish ethics

In this chapter, you find out why you can never be sure
someone is Jewish (or not) just by how they look. Plus,
you get the skinny on all the details about being Jewish,
like is it a race or a tribe? Is it a religion or a practice?
Do you have to believe in God? And what'’s all this about

meditation and the kabbalah? That stuff isn’t Jewish, is
it?

Recognizing Who's a Jew
and Why

Judaism isn’t a race or even a particular culture or ethnic
group. A little more than 15 million Jews are spread
around the world, including about 6 million in the United
States and about 5 million in Israel — so Judaism
obviously isn’t “a nation.”



So what does it mean to be Jewish? Here are the basics:

» Being Jewish (being “a Jew”) means you’re a
Member of the Tribe (an M-O-T). The tribe started
with a couple named Abraham and Sarah more than
4,000 years ago, it grew over time, and it’s still here
today. (For more on Jewish history, see Chapter 3.)

» Judaism is a set of beliefs, practices, and ethics
based on the Torah (see Book 2). You can practice
Judaism and not be Jewish, and you can be a Jew and
not practice Judaism.

Jews far and wide

The Jewish people have always tended to fan out across
the known world. Evidence indicates that even centuries
before Jesus, Jewish communities inhabited the North
African and East African coasts, Europe, and Asia. Jews
were among the first people to come to the Americas
from Europe in the 15th and 16th centuries. Some
evidence suggests that at least one Jew was aboard the
ship with Columbus.

Everywhere the Jews went, their population grew
through intermarriage and conversion, and — most
importantly — they kept their basic religion while
adopting the culture and norms of the local area. That’s
why up to 20 percent of Jews descended from European
ancestors have blue eyes, and why some Jews are Black,
Hispanic, or Asian. It’s also why a Jew from New York
looks and acts different than a Jew from Bombay.

Similarly, Jewish food, music, and humor from Iraq and
Yemen are much more Arabic in nature than the Spanish
flavor of Jews from Brazil and Argentina, which is
different than the borscht soup and klezmer music of
Jews from Europe. They even all speak Hebrew with



different dialects! Jews just don’t fit any consistent set of
stereotypes or expectations.

And yet, all Jews are inextricably linked together simply
by being Jewish. Perhaps it’s a common practice and
belief in Judaism. Perhaps it’s a common sense of history
or a shared sense of being an outsider from the broader
culture. Or perhaps it’s a deep, innate feeling of
connection to the tribe.

Who decides if you’re Jewish?

Two years after the new government of Israel came to
power in 1948, it passed the Law of Return, which states
that anyone born of a Jewish mother or anyone who has
converted to Judaism can move to Israel and claim
citizenship. This immediately reignited a controversy
that began much earlier and continues to this day: Who
gets to say whether or not someone is really Jewish?

Whether someone practiced Judaism wasn’t an issue for
citizenship, because Israel was founded for the most part
by secular Jews. But what about people born Jewish who
had been raised as Christians or Muslims or who
practiced another religion? Some say you have to not
only identify yourself as Jewish, but also not practice any
other religion. Others say that religion has nothing to do
with it and point out that the Nazis killed thousands of
people who were Jewish by birth but practiced some
other religion. Each year, Israeli courts consider cases
arguing over whether someone is or is not Jewish.

And what about people who convert? Technically,
someone who converts to Judaism is no different from
someone who was born Jewish. However, not everyone
sees it that way. Various denominations of Judaism,
including the Orthodox Jews, refuse to acknowledge the
conversion of anyone converted by a Reform or
Conservative rabbi.



Many people say, “I'm half Jewish” (if one parent is
Jewish) or “I'm a quarter-Jewish” (if one grandparent is
Jewish). Traditional Jews argue that either you're Jewish
or you're not. To them, if your mother’s mother was
Jewish, then your mother is Jewish, and if your mother is
Jewish, then you’'re Jewish. Among Reform and
Reconstructionist Jews, if only your father is Jewish and
you were raised Jewish, then you're considered Jewish,
too.

After all, it’s a small world

Jews have long spread out to the corners of the world, so
significant Jewish communities (more than 100,000
people) live in France, Australia, Argentina, and South
Africa. In fact, more Jewish people live outside of Israel
than within today — it has been this way for more than
2,500 years. And no matter where they live, most Jews
today identify with one of two groups:

» Ashkenazi: The descendants of Jews who, until
around 1900, lived anywhere from northwest Europe
(like France and Germany) to eastern Europe (including
Russia, Ukraine, and Lithuania) are usually called
Ashkenazi (Ashkenazim is plural). The majority of Jews
in the world are Ashkenazi.

» Sephardi: The descendants of Jews who lived in Spain
up until the 15th century are called Sephardi
(Sephardim is plural). After the expulsion (see Chapter
3), these Jews traveled to North Africa, Italy, the
Ottoman Empire (Turkey), and back to the Middle East.
Of course, many Jews started out in those areas (never
having traveled as far as Spain to begin with), but
they’re generally called Sephardi anyway. You also
hear Jews from the Middle East called Mizrachi (“from
the East”; remember that Hebrew has no “ch” sound,

so this is the guttural “kh” sound).



Over the past 500 years, the Sephardim primarily
interacted with Muslims, especially African and Arab
Muslims. Today, much of their culture (music, language,
liturgical melodies, food, festival customs, and so on) is
based on those cultures. The Ashkenazim, on the other
hand, mostly interacted with European Christian
cultures, resulting in a very different ethnic feeling.

Although Israel was founded primarily by Ashkenazi
Jews, more than half of Israelis have always been
Sephardim. However, the very different cultures have
caused a number of difficulties. Many Ashkenazi Jews
mistrust Sephardi Jews and think they’ve “ruined” Israel,
and vice versa. Fortunately, as time goes by, things seem
to be getting better.

Major branches of the tree

Although Judaism is a set of beliefs and practices, it
encompasses a lot of different sets of beliefs and
practices. In some ways, you can see Judaism as a tree
with many branches; there’s a common trunk and root
system, but each sect or denomination is off on its own
branch, and in many cases, each synagogue is on its own
little twig.

Most Jews see the biggest branches of the tree as
Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and Non-Religious —
plus, they might add a few others, like Ultra-Orthodox,
Modern Orthodox, Reconstructionist, Renewal, and
Humanistic. On the other hand, some traditional
Orthodox Jews see it differently: To them, Orthodoxy is
the whole tree, and what everyone else is doing is
something else — maybe a whole other tree, but
certainly not practicing Judaism.

The basic difference between the groups is that while the
Orthodox believe that the Torah (both written and oral;



see Book 2) was literally given by God to Moses, word for
word, more liberal Jews tend to believe that the Torah
and halakhah (Jewish law) may have been Divinely
inspired, but were expressed by humans influenced by
their own time and place.

Orthodox Jews

When you hear the term “Orthodox Jew,” you probably
think of a man in a long black coat, with long locks of
hair over his sideburns, a big beard, and a black hat. But
in reality, there are dozens of different styles within
Jewish Orthodoxy, each of them with a different culture,
educational philosophy, leadership model, and set of
policies. True, many of them do, in fact, wear black hats
and coats, but many others — typically called Modern
Orthodox Jews — almost always wear modern dress, and
you might not be able to even tell them apart from non-
Jews.

However, all Orthodox Jews technically accept the Torah
as the word of God. So although you can see a massive
cultural difference between the Orthodox Jew who wears
a shtreimel (the black fur hat worn by some Ultra-
Orthodox) and the Orthodox Jew who wears jeans and a
T-shirt, most people would find it extremely difficult to
discern a difference between their religious beliefs and
observance.

A “who’s who” of all the different Orthodox groups and
their doctrines would fill a small book by itself. However,
they all basically fall into one of two types:

» Hasidism was a movement founded in the 18th
century by the Ba’al Shem Tov (see Chapter 3),
focusing on sincere, joyful, and intense prayer —
including ecstatic dancing, singing, and storytelling as
a way to connect with God. Shortly after 1760, when
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