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C H A P T E R  18

The Value of Life

Each of us is a human being. Each of us is alive. What is more precious to us
than  life?

What is a human being? What determines his value? Does his value consist of
the good he does in his own family and toward society?

Of course, it is wonderful to make scientific discoveries and inventions, to create
new medicines, to raise happy children, and to serve one’s society. But what about a
child born with Down’s syndrome? Today’s level of medicine will enable him to live
for at least 20 to 30 years, but he probably will not have the capacity to make any
great contribution to society during his life. Perhaps a healthy young man has a car
accident and becomes disabled. Though he goes on living, he is never able to have a
family or work. A very old man wonders about his own value. He seems able to do
nothing but sit in bed and swallow pills. There are many such examples. What
meaning can be given to the lives of people who are able to do so little? Is it more
sensible (and even more humane) to let them die, even to help them die?

In the ancient Greek city of Sparta babies born with physical disabilities were left
to die. However, we don’t have to go that far back to find people who justified killing
others because they were no longer “socially useful.” In 1920 a scientific article was
published in Germany under the title “About the Ending of Life Which Does Not
Deserve to Live.” The article argued that compassion for the incurably sick meant
supporting their escape from suffering through an intentional death. This seemingly
humane approach was widely spread and supported by German doctors. Some years
later, using this view to justify their actions, Nazi doctors moved from helping the sick
to providing forcible euthanasia for the incurably ill and mental patients. This
process gradually developed into the state program of “race cleansing” — the murder
of millions of innocent people who were deemed unsuited to live.

Let us return to the sources of these mass killings. The doctors might have be-
lieved that they were pursuing a noble aim, namely to help hopeless cases and end
their suffering. But eventually their thinking led them in a horrible direction. When
did they cross the boundary between compassion and cruelty? How can we morally
assess this reality?

Before we can determine how moral intentions can turn into immoral ways of
thinking, we must address the underlying question of the value of human life itself.

Rodion Raskolnikov
In Russian culture and spirituality, the discussion of such topics is often associated

with Fyodor Dostoyevsky, all of whose works in some way deal with the problems of
the human soul, the search for meaning and the true value of human life.

Let us turn to the novel Crime and Punishment. Many of you may have read the
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novel or know its plot. The protagonist is Rodion Raskolnikov, a
young man, a former student who finds himself in extreme poverty.
In one part of the novel, he tells his friend Pokorev about a pawn-
broker, in case he should ever want to pawn anything. Raskolnikov
eventually visits her with two articles for pawn: his father’s old silver
watch and a little gold ring with three red stones that his sister had
given him as a keepsake. The old woman, Alyona Ivanova, gives
him a rather negative impression, and as he has tea in town, he
finds that “A strange idea was hatching in his brain, like a chick in
an egg, an idea that he was beginning to find more and more
fascinating.” As luck would have it, next to him are a student and
friend who are discussing Alyona Ivanova! She is portrayed as a
famous moneylender, but also as a “frightful old she-devil” with a
bad temper. Even if you are only one day late in redeeming your
pledge, you might not see it again. As a rule she offered her custom-
ers about 25 percent of what the article was worth and charged five
or seven cents per month on it. He also learns that Alyona has a
sister, Lisaveta, whom she treats like a small child, even beating her
cruelly.

Crime and Punishment
“And I tell you what: I’d gladly murder that damned old woman and rob her of all

she has, and that I assure you, without the slightest compunction,” the student added
warmly. The officer laughed again, but Raskolnikov gave a start. How odd it was!

“Now, look here, let me ask you a serious question,” the student said, growing
more and more excited. “I was joking, of course, but look at it this way: On the one
hand, we have a stupid, senseless, worthless, wicked, and decrepit old hag, who is of
no use to anybody and who actually does harm to everybody, a creature who does
not know herself what she is living for and who will be dead soon, anyway. You see
what I mean, don’t you?”

“I do,” said the officer, watching his excited friend attentively.
“All right; now listen, please. On the other hand, we have a large number of

young and promising people who are going to rack and ruin without anyone lifting a
finger to help them — and there are thousands of them all over the place. Now, a
hundred or even a thousand of them could be set on the road to success and helped
at the very start of their careers on that old woman’s money, which is to go to a
monastery. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of lives could be saved, dozens of families
could be rescued from a life of poverty, from decay and ruin, from vice and hospitals
for venereal diseases — and all with her money. Kill her, take her money, and with its
help devote yourself to the service of humanity and the good of all. Well, don’t you
think that one little crime could be expiated and wiped out by thousands of good
deeds? For one life you will save thousands of lives from corruption and decay. One
death in exchange for a hundred lives — why, it’s a simple sum in arithmetic! And,
when you come to think of it, what does the life of a sickly, wicked old hag amount to
when weighed in the scales of the general good of mankind? It amounts to no more
than the life of a louse or a black beetle, if that, for the old hag is really harmful. For
one thing , she is ruining the life of another human being — she is really wicked, I tell
you: Only the other day she bit poor Lisaveta’s finger from sheer spite, and it was only
saved from amputation by a miracle!”
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“Well, I quite agree she does not
deserve to live,” observed the officer, “but
don’t forget it’s human nature we are
dealing with here.”

“My dear fellow, but even human
nature can be improved and set on the right
path, for otherwise we should all drown in a
sea of prejudices. Otherwise there wouldn’t
have been a single great man. People talk of
duty or conscience. Well, I have nothing
against duty or conscience, but are you
quite sure we know what those words
mean? Wait, let me ask you another ques-
tion. Now, listen.”

“No, you wait and let me ask you a
question. Listen!”

“Well?”
“Here you go on talking and making

speeches at me, but tell me, would you kill
the old woman yourself?”

“Of course not! I was merely discussing
the question from the point of view of
justice. Personally, I’d have nothing to do
with it.”

“Well, in my opinion, if you are not ready to do it yourself, it’s not a question of
justice. Come on, let’s have another game.”

Influenced by this discussion, Raskolnikov murders the old woman and sets off a
chain of tragedies. By chance, Lisaveta is at home, and Raskolnikov murders her too.
A peasant who worked in the house where the old woman lived confesses to the
crime, and another life is nearly ruined. When Raskolnikov’s mother finds out what
happened, she goes mad and dies.

Later, while he is sick, Raskolnikov has strange dreams in which he finds that
others besides himself have the right to decide the fates of others, and all people
destroy each other like “cockroaches,” like “lice.”

The whole world is a victim of some terrible unseen and unheard of plague,
which goes to Europe from the heart of Asia. ... Some new trichinas have
appeared, some microscopic beings implanting themselves in people’s bodies.
The people who had received them went crazy at once. ... Everybody was
anxious and did not understand the others. ... They did not know whom and
how to judge, what was good and what was bad. They did not know who was
to be killed and who was to be acquitted. People killed each other in some
senseless rage. In towns the bells tolled day and night, and called everybody,
but no one knew who was calling and what for. No one knew that and all
were anxious. ... In some places people got together, agreed to something,
swore not to part, but immediately began something quite different from
what they had just planned, began to blame each other, fought and cut each
other. Fires and famine began, everything was perishing. The plague grew and
spread further. ...
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The theory of “two classes”
What is the beginning of this destructive chain of events? What is the idea that

Raskolnikov tried to bring into life, and against which Dostoyevsky speaks so ar-
dently?

Without prejudices
We consider everybody zeroes
And ourselves figures.
We all try to be Napoleons;
Millions of two-legged creatures
Are nothing more than a tool for us. ...

This quotation from Alexander Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin best describes
Raskolnikov’s theory of “two classes” of people — geniuses and “lice.” Raskolnikov
considers his theory a great discovery, without noticing that he is just joining the
eternal logic of the world he hates.

Raskolnikov’s crime began not with the murder of the old woman, but with the
“two classes” idea itself. Dividing people into two such groups answers many ques-
tions — for instance, who has a right to live and who hasn’t. The old money-lender,
according to this idea, is the most useless, the most harmful “louse.”  But this list can
be continued endlessly. As soon as a person appropriates to himself the right to make
such decisions, it is impossible to stop. It is not by chance that Dostoyevsky shows
how one crime leads to a whole chain of deaths and sufferings.

Raskolnikov’s theory seems to free a person from con-
science, placing him beyond the judgment of good and evil; if
the author of the theory is a genius, everything is permitted to
him. But an inevitable question arises: What are the criteria for
dividing people into two classes, and who possesses the right to
do so? What if someone considers Raskolnikov himself a
“louse”? Among the “extraordinary” people, someone always
wants to be the most “extraordinary.” The idea of two classes is
a deadly boomerang from which it is impossible to escape.

There are numerous historical examples of people practicing ideas similar to
Raskolnikov’s. Dictators, for example, have assumed the right to determine the
destiny of others and deem who is worthy of living and who should die. Many at-
tempts, however, inevitably fail as they do in the novel. The spilling of blood can
engender nothing but more blood, and murder never leads to happiness.

As soon as we forget that every person has a right to live and that life is valuable
in itself, we stand on the edge of moral catastrophe.

Why was it wrong for Raskolnikov to kill the
old�woman?

Dostoyevsky showed a profound understanding of the depths and heights of
human nature. In one sense, each person has the potential to become like
Raskolnikov. At different times we too may be tempted by a similar stream of
thoughts and ideas. We should be aware of this possibility, recognize that it is wrong
and not continue to think in this way. Part of the problem is that people can use
reason to justify, especially to themselves, almost anything they do. From the point of
view of pure reason, Raskolnikov thought he was doing the right thing. So why was it
wrong to kill the old woman?

It is not enough to determine

morality by loyalty to one’s ideas. It

is necessary to constantly ask oneself:

Are my ideas right?

— Fyodor Dostoyevsk
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✘ Raskolnikov didn’t respect the old woman as someone
who had a right to live the life of her own choosing.
Instead, he treated her as a means to an end. She was
the means by which he would become rich and thus,
he thought, benefit mankind. The end — the good of
mankind — justified her murder. But this was a mis-
take. Human beings are not to be treated as means to
an end. They are ends in themselves, and the purposes
they give their own lives should be respected.

✘ The old woman herself obviously did not want to die.
If she had, she would have killed herself. Just because
Raskolnikov could not imagine that she had a life
worth living did not mean that she saw her own life
in those terms. The poem “A Crabby Old Woman”
(printed below) shows that it is very easy to misjudge
what goes on inside the soul of an old person.

✘ Raskolnikov took a very utilitarian approach to human
life. The greater happiness of mankind would far
outweigh the possible unhappiness of the old woman.
But if we follow this logic, who will be spared? Isn’t it
unjust for an innocent person to be put to death for the
sake of a community?

✘ The philosopher Immanuel Kant proposed that we should do only those things
that we want everyone else to do. In other words, would Raskolnikov want his
way of thinking to become a universal principle for everyone to follow?
Would this bring good consequences? In his dream, that is what happened.

✘ From a religious perspective the value of human life is primarily determined
by the relationship that human beings have with God, their Creator. As each
person is a child of God, each is also absolutely loved by God — old and
young, beautiful and ugly. Unlike a religious perspective, Raskolnikov saw the
old woman as an old animal. He did not wrestle with another perspective. If
this woman had been his own mother, would he have done such a thing?

What is the value of a human being?
Human life is extremely precious and should never be ended lightly. Nobody

should decide arbitrarily whether a person should live or not. On the other hand, we
cannot be guided in all situations by the belief that life itself is an absolute value.
There are situations when it is more moral to end life. There are a few exceptional
cases when killing has been justified.

One of the exceptions is self-defense, since the right to life implies the right and
duty to defend one’s own or another person’s life from an unjust attack. Is killing a
person in self-defense excusable? This question has been considered for many centu-
ries by philosophers, and certain guidelines have been suggested.

The degree of violence used for self-defense should be considered. Defending the
life of self, family or group should be in proportion to the violence of the unjust
attack. It is less defensible if in self-defense the attacker is more seriously injured than
actually necessary. Self-defense should not be used to take revenge on the attacker.

It is possible that in the process of defending himself or another person, the
intended victim may kill the assailant. Nevertheless, it is important that his purpose
was not to kill the attacker, but only to preserve his own or another person’s life. The
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moral duty to defend oneself concurrently prescribes the moral duty to use as little
violence as possible resulting in the least harm possible to the assailant.

Theories about a “just war” have developed from this principle of self-defense.
First, war should only be a last resort after peaceful methods of achieving justice have
failed. Second, war can be justified in defense of one’s country or the defense of
another country that is being unjustly attacked. In the expansion of an empire war
remains unjustified. War also should not be used as a punishment to smaller nations
that cause a non-violent offense. Third, the expected good results of a war must also
outweigh the harm. Is it worth the loss of life? And finally, the methods used in war
must also be just. The excessive use of force or cruelty is not acceptable.

Apart from war, most violent deaths occur due to a lack of respect for the sanctity
of life. Murder victims are often related to their assailants. Perhaps this is also due to
an ignorance of what “the sanctity of life” really means. In what ways is human life
valuable and worthy of respect?

Each person’s life has unique value
Generally speaking, something that is rare is more valuable than something that

is common. Diamonds and gold are highly valued compared to glass and copper.
Even though there are more than 4 billion people on the earth, no two are identical.
Every person is unique, even physically. It is well known that every person has his
own unique set of fingerprints. Nothing on earth is more rare than a human being.

This means that each person can make his own unique contribution to human
existence in a way that no one else can. Each person can make us happy or sad in
his own way. Can you imagine how dull the world would be if all people were alike?
So we should respect and value each person’s uniqueness and individuality and help
each person to fulfill his potential.

Each person’s life has cosmic value
Imagine a perfect machine with millions of cooperating parts. If each part is

unique and not a single part can be found or made anywhere in the whole world,
then even the most simple part in the machine will be

equal to the value of the whole machine, because if it
is broken or lost, the machine will stop function-

ing. In the same way, the life of any person has
a value equal to the value of the whole

universe.

Each person’s life has divine and
eternal value

In what way is human life more
valuable than that of animals? How can
we say that the life of a tiny human
baby weighing 4 kgs is worth more than
a cow that weighs 200 kgs? A religious
person may reply that we are God’s
children, created in His image and like-
ness. However, in order to fulfill this divine

value, one needs to follow a path of moral
and spiritual growth.

Therefore the religious attitude to life is
one of reverence for human life from the
moment of conception to extreme old age and
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death. The rest of the natural world supports the
human community and should be treated with care
and respect. The life of any human being, however,
is of greater value than the life of any animal.

Most religious people believe that there is life
after death and in this way life has eternal value.
What we do and what happens to us will affect us
in some way for eternity.

The value of life and human
responsibility

If we have such a deep understanding of the
value of human life, we will be ready to give our-
selves to help nurture the seeds of beauty and
goodness existing in every human soul, because if
we forget about our responsibility, this person’s
goodness may be lost to the world.

If we treat the very category of life as something
sacred, then we will be less likely to remain indiffer-
ent in situations that threaten the life and dignity of
other people; we won’t encourage humiliating those
who are not like ourselves, be it a classmate who is
bad at mathematics, an old drunkard in the street,
or someone whose ideas are alien to us. If we are
consistent in our beliefs, we won’t take part in any

activities that threaten the human  dignity of other people — representatives of other
social groups, parties, nations, countries or races.

The way to rebirth
But let us return to the novel. Dostoyevsky showed the disastrous effect of

Raskolnikov’s theory. However, after telling us how such ideas destroy the personality
of their bearer, he also leads his character along the way of atonement and resurrec-
tion. He shows how the gradual realization of the destructiveness of his ideas brings
Raskolnikov to a genuine rebirth.

At first Raskolnikov does not even consider the possibility that he might be in the
wrong. Only an hour before coming to the police he says to himself:

Crime? What crime? My murdering a nasty, wicked louse, the old money-
lender, who is good for nothing, for whose murder 40 sins may be forgiven,
is it a crime? I am not thinking of it, I am not going to wash it away. ... I
wished people good myself, and I could do hundreds, thousands of good
deeds instead of this stupid thing, not even stupid, just awkward. ...

Raskolnikov is convinced of his righteousness for more than two years, and his
conviction grows even stronger. He thinks he was mistaken in practice but not in
theory. It is only while he is in prison that he begins to understand his crime, and it is
here that his resurrection begins.

At the very beginning of the novel, just thinking over his ideas, Raskolnikov
suddenly faces a question: “Will the sun be shining even after that?” And after the
murder the sun seems to fade for him — the sun that was shining in his soul. When
he is in prison, his fellow inmates, many of whom are murderers and thieves them-
selves, intuitively feel how deadly his theory is. They do not like him and try to avoid
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him. Only on the day when love sparkles again in his soul, when he feels “by all his
lost being” that he has been reborn, “it even seemed to him that other prisoners, his
former enemies, were looking at him differently. He even started speaking to them
and was answered in a kind way.” It seems that the words the policeman Porfiry
Petrovich once said to Raskolnikov begin to come true: “Maybe people won’t see you
for a long time. But it is not time, it is yourself that matters. Become the sun and
everybody will see you. The sun must be the sun first of all.”

Dostoyevsky concludes the novel by writing: “Here a new
story begins, the story of a gradual renewal of a person, the
story of his rebirth, of his gradual passing from the world to
another, to a new, unknown reality. ... ”

Raskolnikov’s way to rebirth is long and difficult. The
changes that take place in him are essentially due to the
selfless love of Sonechka Marmeladova; through her he begins
to see each person as a Person, not as a “louse” or a “genius.”

Human beings do not possess many truths, but all of them,
though they are received again and again at great cost, are
necessary and salutary — like bread, like water, like air. How-
ever, the most important truths seem at first trivial
“commonplaces”; their simplicity seems primitive, and their
salutary importance is understood too late, after various
temptations, snares and losses. But then, at the hour of sober-
ing, the well-known things become at last clear, and
commonplaces turn out to be burning revelations.

This living life is something so simple

and straight, it looks so straightfor-

wardly at us, that this clarity and

straightness prevent us from believ-

ing it is the very thing we have been

looking for all our lives. ... The

simplest things are understood only

in the end, when we have tried

everything which seemed more

complex or more stupid.

— Fyodor Dostoyevsky
“Teenager”
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What do you see, nurses,
What do you see?
Are you thinking
When you’re looking at me
A crabby old woman,
Not very wise,
Uncertain of habit
With far–away eyes,
Who dribbles her food
And makes no reply,
When you say in a loud voice
“I do wish you’d try”,
Who seems not to notice
The things that you do,
And forever is losing
A stocking or shoe,
Who unresisting or not
Lets you do as you will
With bathing and feeding
The long day to fill?
Is that what you’re thinking?
Is that what you see?
Then open your eyes, nurse,
You are not looking at me,
I’ll tell you who I am
As I sit here so still,
As I move at your bidding,
As I eat at your will.
I’m a small child of ten
With a father and mother,
Brothers and sisters who
Love one another,
A young girl of sixteen
With wings on her feet,
Dreaming that soon now
A lover she’ll meet.
A bride soon at twenty,
My heart gives a leap,
Remembering the vows
That I promised to keep.
At twenty–five now
I have young of my own
Who need me to build
A secure happy home,

A woman of thirty,
My young now grow fast,

Bound to each other
With ties that should last.

At forty my young sons
Now grown and will all be gone

But my man stays beside me
To see I don’t mourn.

At fifty once more
Babies play round my knee,

Again we know children
My loved one and me.

Dark days are upon me,
My husband is dead.

I look at the future
I shudder with dread,

For my young are all busy
Rearing young of their own,

And I think of the years
And the love I have known,

I’m an old woman now
And Nature is cruel
‘Tis her jest to make

Old age look like a fool.
The body, it crumbles,

Grace and vigor depart,
There now is a stone

Where once I had a heart.
But inside this old carcass

A young girl still dwells,
And now and again

My battered heart swells,
I remember the joys,

I remember the pain,
And I’m loving and living

Life over again,
I think of the years

All too few – gone too fast.
And accept the stark fact

That nothing can last.
So open your eyes, nurses,

Open and see,
Not a crabby old woman,

Look closer – see Me.
Kate

The writer of this poem was unable to
speak, although she was seen to write
from time to time. After her death, her
locker was emptied and this poem of

her life was found.

A Crabby Old Woman
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As long as imperfections exist within oneself, there is room for change and growth.
However, all of us have some resistance to change, because change involves the

possibility of threatening whatever makes us feel comfortable and secure. Our resis-
tance to change often stands in the way of real freedom and happiness. Only by
recognizing our resistance can we overcome it and grow into the persons we want to
become.

Am I completely satisfied with myself the way I am?
Before we begin on the path of changing our habits or attitudes, we are con-

fronted with the question, “Why? Why should I change?”  This question may be
answered by yet another question, “Am I totally satisfied with the way I am right
now?” Have you ever wished that you had acted differently in any situation? Are
there times when you wish you had acted differently with your parents, brothers or
sisters, teachers, friends, or grandparents? Everyone has an idea of the way he would
like to be different. Imagine yourself as you would like to be.

Within each person there are many undeveloped facets and
talents. If we want to realize the fullest potential of our

inward gifts, we must grow out of or change habits,
thought patterns and ideas that may hold us back.
Recognizing these things — the things that hold us back
from our true potential — and acting to change them
to habits, thoughts, patterns, and ideas that are
complementary to our higher selves is not easy, but it
is probably the most fulfilling thing that we will ever
try to do. Often we hide our real selves under layers of
pretense. People think you are a certain way, when in
actuality you are very different. As you change, you
grow closer and closer to being the person you are
capable of being. At each stage you shed a cloak of
your unreal self, or the part of yourself you had
temporarily created in order to fit in or to get by.

You may begin by asking yourself, “How could I
act differently so that I would feel better about myself

and be better understood by others?” This may be
something very simple — such as doing something for
someone else — or very complicated — like trying to
change the way you understand things by taking another
person’s point of view in a conflict.

C H A P T E R  19

Awareness of Resistance
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To grow, you’ll need to give yourself permission to have many new ideas, to be
creative. You are creating the most important thing in your life — yourself. You could
stop the whole process right here, by convincing yourself that you just can’t, or that
you might “look foolish,” or that your “luck’s always bad.” You may ask yourself,
“What’s the use anyway?” or “Why am I even bothering to take this course?” or
anything else to keep you exactly where you are now. It is because of such myths that
people are kept trapped, hopeless and helpless by their convictions about the impos-
sible. But if you have the courage, start with some idea about how you would like to
be: more assertive, less serious, more open, less hard-working, more honest, more
determined, or anything you want.  You decide!

Now that you’re ready — ready to change — you may say again, “But, but, but I
... can’t.” Why not? Before continuing, let’s take a look at the reasons many people
give themselves for not changing. Becoming aware of your own resistance is the first
step to overcoming it. After looking at some excuses for not changing, we’ll get back
to discussing how to overcome the resistance that lies within each of us.

How do we resist change?
Our actions often show our resistance:

Changing the subject in a conversation; leaving the room; being late; getting
sick; doing unnecessary work, wasting time; refusing to pay attention; ending a
relationship; looking away or out of the window when someone is talking to us.

We often assume things about others to justify our resistance to change:
It wouldn’t do any good anyway.
My friends won’t understand.
I would have to change my whole personality.
Only crazy or really sick people need to do that.
No one can help me with my problem.
My parents have never been able to help me.
My case is different.
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I don’t want to bother them.
It will work itself out.
If you were in my place, you’d do the same.
It’s better just to leave things as they are and not to cause a big problem.

We grow up with beliefs that become resistance to change:
It’s not done. It’s just not right.
It’s not acceptable. A real man isn’t like that.
My family never did that.
I’m not that kind of person. It’s impossible. It’ll never work.

We give our power and responsibility to others and use that as an excuse for
our resistance to change:

This isn’t the right environment.
They won’t let me change. I don’t have the right book.
If my teacher were different, perhaps it would work out.
I don’t have time.
They will have to change first.
My parents won’t let me.

Sometimes we deny the need to change:
I’m all right. There’s nothing wrong with me.
I like my life just the way it is.
I can’t do anything about it.
What good would it do anyway? Problems are just a fact of life.

By far the biggest category for resistance is fear:
I’m not ready yet. I might fail.
They might reject me.
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What would my friends think of me?
I don’t know enough.
I can’t.
I don’t want anyone to know I have this problem.
I don’t want to talk about it.
I don’t have the energy.
Who knows where I might end up? I may lose my freedom.
It’s too hard.
I can’t do it well enough.
I might lose my friends.
I don’t trust anyone.

Concepts we have about ourselves that we use to resist change:
I’m too old, young, fat, thin, short, tall, ugly, attractive, lazy, strong, weak, stupid,

clever, poor, worthless, silly, serious, stuck.

The benefits
With all the reasons we have not to change, let’s look at the benefits that we will

experience as a result of changing. Start with the pros of how you are now, the
benefits from your present way of acting. Look carefully at the hidden benefits
whenever you have a situation you would like to change. Unless you recognize the
benefits and replace them with some other gains, you may be defeated in your
attempt to change.

You are actually re-creating yourself when you change. You are the end result of
many factors — the way you were born, the way your parents treated you when you
were a baby and a young child, the relationships you made, the culture you live in,
the decisions you have made. The facts about your origin cannot be changed, but
you can change your understanding and your response to your situation.

Many of the renowned people in history came from seemingly impossible circum-
stances, but regardless of their circumstances they developed their inner potential. To
do this takes work and determination, and in many cases people have accomplished
great things in part due to the obstacles that life brought to them. They succeeded not
because of what they were or had originally, but because of what they did.

In order to change, you have to decide what you want specifically to change and
then imagine yourself as that new type of person, or someone who acts in a new way
given a similar circumstance. When you are able to actually change your bad habits
and nurture within yourself the kind of characteristics that you respect in others, you
will feel a great sense of achievement and satisfaction. You will realize that you are
able to control many things about your life that may have been controlling you. And
over a period of time (after you have changed your old, undesirable habits into new
and desirable ones), you will feel the effects of your change in many ways — the way
you feel about yourself, the way other people see you, the uncovering of hidden
talents or skills. Read through the following list of bad habits turned into good habits,
and see if any might belong to you.

Instead of saying or agreeing with unkind words about other people when
they are not around,
You can …

Refrain from agreeing with negative comments about others and even defend
their reputation when they are not present.
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You get …
Good feelings from your conscience and you are building a reputation as some-
one who is trustworthy.

Instead of avoiding new experiences or challenges because of a fear of
failure, such as not trying out for the football team or dance group,
You can …

Get involved in activities and explore new challenges to learn to develop your
talent.

You get …
Satisfaction from overcoming your fears about failing, and you may make new
friends while you are doing it. You may also find that other people have similar
fears. You can learn that you are able to overcome your resistance more easily the
next time because of the intrinsic rewards of doing what you really want to do.

Instead of constantly waking up later than you would like,
You can …

Rise in time to do everything you need to do to prepare for the day.
You get …

A great feeling of control over your body, instead of feeling that you are at the
mercy of your body’s desires.  You may even find that you start your days more
consistently, leaving yourself more energy for the rest of the day.

Instead of eating non-nutritious junk food that you don’t need and that
makes you feel a little sick,
You can …

Choose healthy food most of the time.
You get …

Better physical health, which helps you to get up early in the morning, gives you
more energy and gives you a feeling of confidence that you can control your
physical desires.

Instead of  telling your friends and family nice things or giving them
compliments when you really feel what you’re saying is not sincere,
You can …

Practice being honest about what you think and how you feel in a polite but
forthright manner.

You get …
A feeling of  satisfaction and pride that you have not compromised your integrity.

These are just some of the things people often don’t like about themselves and
seek to change. Of course, many other bad habits or manners could be listed as
candidates for change. Can you make your own list? Make sure to list not only the
bad habit, but also the good one you might turn it into and the benefit of changing
it. Start out by trying to develop good habits which are not too difficult, and do not
try to change everything at once. Give yourself time, and be your own friend by
letting yourself have success in the beginning. If you try to do too many things at
once, you may become frustrated and discouraged. So, just change one habit at a
time and enjoy the remaking of you!
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The secret of managing your fears
Stand back and look at the fears that stop you from changing and increasing

your self-respect and happiness in life. Chances are that you fear rejection, failure or
some other sign that you do not “measure up” or that your worst fears about yourself
might be true. Possibly you would rather be afraid that you are defective than be
convinced of it. For that reason you are afraid to try a change or even to consider one.

No one is intrinsically bad. Everyone is capable of both superb and
horrible actions and everything in between. The challenge of life is to
make the best of what you have within you, and part of being the best
you can be is to go beyond your fears. Fears about failure come from
thinking that you are not good enough, or that you have a high
probability of failure. How many people have you seen fail? When
you see someone try with all his effort and fail, do you shun that
person and think that he should never have tried? Or do you want to
see that person get up from where he left off and try again? Even in
the Olympics, fantastic athletes fail sometimes — skaters trip, runners
fall, and gymnasts flounder — but this is the exception, and it does
not mean that the person is not worthy or talented — it just means
that he has to keep trying.

Which person do you respect more, the one who tries to do some-
thing really difficult, who stretches himself to the point of his limita-
tions, even though he may not gain complete victory — or the person
who never even tries? Trying takes effort, and going beyond your fears
takes a lot of effort. The next time you want to change, to grow, to re-
create yourself in some way, think about it: What do you have to lose?

Do you think Andre was honest
with himself? What was he
afraid of? If you were his friend,
what would you say to him?
Do you think he is afraid of
many other things in his life
and this is just one way his fear
shows? How do you think he
could get over his fear?

Something to
think about

Andre — A Case of Fear
That year I had decided I would be on the chess team. My

school had just begun a team, and the first tournament was in only
a few weeks. The other kids in the class didn’t know I could play
chess — I never told anyone — but I had been playing with my
uncle Anton since I was really young, and honestly speaking I
was very good. I had to sign up that week. There was just
this paper on the wall to sign up outside the director’s office
— no big problem. But every time I walked by to sign up, I
couldn’t. I even picked up my pen a few times and almost
signed my name, but every time the same thing would
happen — I would begin to think about what would happen
when the other kids saw I had signed up. They didn’t know
how good I was, and they might make fun of me, and even if no
one noticed or said a thing, what if I couldn’t play during the games? I always got so nervous
in front of other people. But I really wanted to play. How could I be on the chess team? I
couldn’t even think about it without getting knots in my stomach, and every time I picked up
that pen to sign up, my heart would race a little and my palms would start to sweat. I was
stuck, I was afraid, and I know it seems like such a little thing, but I never did bring myself to
sign up for the chess team. Anyway, it’s not that important, and it would probably interfere
with my schoolwork. I guess it’s not that important to me.
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What do you have to gain?
Try this reasoning: “If I try
to do what would increase
my self-respect despite my
fears, then I am coura-
geous, I am doing the best
right now that I can.”

Focus on your
strengths

Mastering change re-
quires you to use your
strengths to take action, to
choose to overcome weakness
and pessimism. Change is
basically a question of
whether you want to focus on
your weaknesses or your
strengths. In order to focus on
your strengths, you must begin

by identifying your strengths. What are you good at? What personality characteristics
do you have that are positive? Are you good at listening to others and understanding
them? Are you good at taking responsibility for important things and getting your
goals accomplished? Are you good at remaining calm and level-headed in the midst
of confusing or frightening circumstances? Are you flexible, able to adjust easily to
new ideas, people and places? Are you reflective and able to understand the motiva-
tion behind the actions of others? Are you good at leading groups of people? Can you
speak publicly? Where do your strengths and talents lie?

To identify your personal strengths, begin by making a list. Ask yourself what is
really good about the way you think or behave or the talents that you have devel-
oped. You may look at this in two ways: personal characteristics (things about your
character that are good), and things that you do well. These may complement each
other, or one may lead naturally into the other.

Fold a piece of paper in half, and label each half 1-5. The list on the top half of
the paper should be five personal characteristics that are your strengths, and the list
on the bottom half should be five things that you are good at. You may choose to
make a longer list, but think of at least five things for each category.

Example
Personal Characteristics
✘ I am patient with other people, even when they are rude or difficult.

✘ I like people. I enjoy being with all kinds of people, and I have a fairly open mind
when it comes to talking to people who may be very different from me. (I like to
talk to old people, and young children too.)

✘ I have a lot of energy, and I usually finish something I have made a determina-
tion to do.

✘ I am perceptive and usually can understand what people are really saying or
feeling.

✘ I have a good sense of humor, and do not take problems and upsets too hard.
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Things I Am Good At
✘ I am good at math.

✘ I am good at making birthday cakes.

✘ I am good at working out finances (sometimes I help my Dad to figure out our
family’s finances).

✘ I am good at creating things on the spur of the moment — for example, if I am
asked to speak in class on a topic for which I did not prepare beforehand, I
usually can do so without great difficulty.

✘ I am good at arguing a point, sticking to my beliefs, while still having an open
mind and listening to what someone else has to say.

Once you are aware of what you are good at doing, you may start to use these
characteristics and abilities to help you grow to your fullest potential. Realizing that
you have so many positive traits may come as a bit of a surprise at first, but if you
can be honest with yourself, you will find that many good things lie within you, and
it is up to you how you use these abilities.

In Conclusion
Know and believe that you are fine, even magnificent, despite your human

defects,
Because you are so aware of your humanness ... or just:
Because you are alive ...
Because you are unique ...
Because you can choose ...
Because you are sensitive enough to feel life’s inevitable conflicts ...
Because you try ...
Because you are willing to take a chance ...
Because you are willing to fail and learn from each mistake ...
Because you feel pain ... jealousy ... anger ... loneliness ...
Because you have the potential to help someone else appreciate their uniqueness

and beauty ...
Because you may see something no one else has noticed ...
Because you are you, with all your strengths, weaknesses, fears, hopes and

limitless potential.

✘ Make an “I can” list. Complete the sentence “I can ... “ with 10
things you are capable of doing.

✘ Propose an experiment to improve your current life situation. What
are the risks? What are the benefits? Who will decide if it is
worthwhile to try ?

✘ Is fear the major thing that blocks you from changing? Are you
waiting for something to decrease or eliminate your fears before
doing what you’d like to see yourself doing?

✘ Have you ever loved something or someone so much that you did
not mind facing all kinds of obstacles on their behalf? Describe who
or what you loved and the obstacles you had to deal with.

For Your
Journal
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Judaism is the oldest of the world’s great monotheistic religions and is the parent
of both Christianity and Islam. There is no one identifiable founder in Judaism,

and it is not only a religion but also a people. Jews have a very strong sense of their
own history and their identity as bound up with that history.

The Jewish scriptures start with God’s activity in the Creation of the cosmos, the
Garden of Eden, the fall of man and the subsequent history of salvation. In Judaism,
history is the arena of God’s purposeful activity. More than any other religion, Juda-
ism cannot be understood apart from its history.

The Jewish people themselves can be traced back to the ancient Mesopotamian
civilization about 3,800 years ago. They were different from their neighbors because
they broke away from the belief in many gods and the use of idols. Instead, they

believed in one God who is just and merciful,
who gives human beings laws so that they too
can be just and merciful. They served God not
just through prayer and sacrifice but also
through acts of kindness and hospitality. And
they believed that God was active and could be
discerned in the patterns of history.

The history of the Jews is recorded in the
Bible. It is an unusual account, since all the
faults, mistakes and weaknesses of the forefa-
thers of the Jewish people are recorded as well
as their successes.

The Patriarchs
It is from Abraham that the Hebrews traced

their lineage. There is a fascinating story of how
Abraham came to believe in the one God and
thus indelibly changed world history.

C H A P T E R  20

Judaism: A Covenant Relationship
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The following account is adapted from Louis Ginsberg’s Legends of the Bible,
written in 1909. Ginsberg pieced together the oral legends of the rabbis and the early
Christian Church fathers. A similar account can also be found in the Koran:

Abraham, his wife Sarah, and their extended family traveled to Canaan. It is
recorded in the Bible that God established a covenant with Abraham and promised
him that one day the land would belong to his descendants.

Abraham had two sons, Isaac and Ishmael, from whom are descended, respec-
tively, the Jews and the Arabs. Isaac and his wife Rebecca had two sons, Jacob and
Esau. Jacob had twelve sons, who, tradition says, were the forefathers of the Twelve
Tribes of Israel.

Abraham and the idols
When Abraham was born, Nimrod was king. Nimrod thought he was a god, and he made

all the people worship him. He had statues built to which people had to bow down. However,
one day Nimrod found out that a man would be born who would show his religion to be a lie.
Nimrod was terrified and had all the baby boys put to death. When Abraham’s mother discov-
ered she was about to give birth, she fled into the desert and had her baby secretly. Not being
able to take care of Abraham, she abandoned him in a cave and prayed that God would protect
him.

The angel Gabriel took care of Abraham, and he grew up very quickly. Walking along the
edge of the valley one evening, Abraham saw the stars and said to himself, “These are the
gods!” But when the dawn came, and the stars could no longer be seen, he said, “I will not
worship the stars, for they are not gods.” Then the sun came up and he said, “This is my god;
him I will worship.” But the sun eventually set, and Abraham said, “He is no god.” Seeing the
moon, he said, “I will worship you.” But the moon became obscured by a cloud and he cried
out, “This too is no god. But there is One who created heaven and earth and who sets them all
in motion.”

After meeting the angel Gabriel, Abraham went to find his parents. When he met his
mother, he told her who he was and what had happened. He told her that there was only one
God, who was living, everlasting and great, who sees but who cannot be seen. “He is in the
heavens above, and the whole earth is full of His glory.”

His mother took him home to meet his father, Terah, who was an idol maker. That is to say,
he made the images of the god Nimrod that people worshiped. One day when Terah was sick,
he told his new-found son to take some idols into the market to sell. As Abraham was walking
to the market, an old woman came up to him and asked him how much the idols cost. He
replied, “Old woman, why do you want to buy this piece of wood to worship? My father only
made it last week. It is not even as old as you, and yet you want to worship it?” The old woman
was astonished and asked Abraham whom he worshiped. Abraham replied that he worshiped
the God who created the heavens and the earth but who was invisible. The old woman believed
him and became his first follower. But when Abraham went home and told his father what had
happened and that he had not sold any idols, Terah was very angry.

One day Terah had to leave home, and so he said to his son, “Since you are not a good
salesman, you can stay at home and guard the idols.” When his father had gone, Abraham
went into the room where all the idols were kept. He talked to them but they would not reply.
Then he gave the biggest one a meal. He left the room and came back several hours later, but
the meal was untouched. So he took an ax and smashed the idols. When his father came home,
he saw the idols were broken. He called Abraham and demanded an explanation. Abraham
said, “I brought the biggest god a meal. But the other gods were jealous. So they all had a big
fight and they beat each other up.” Terah was very angry. He decided to take his unbelieving
son to see the god, King Nimrod.

When Nimrod heard from Abraham that there was an unseen God who created the heav-
ens and the earth and who sat in judgment upon all people including the king, Nimrod was
very angry. “There is no god greater than I,” he said. He had Abraham flung into a burning
furnace. However, Abraham did not die. When he was released, God told him to leave home
with his family and his several hundred followers and go to Canaan.
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However, it is through Moses and the historical events associated with him that
the Jewish consciousness was profoundly shaped. It is to them that we now turn.

The life of Moses
During Jacob’s lifetime, his family migrated into the land of Egypt. At this time

Egypt was ruled by the Hyksos — a Semitic people who had invaded Egypt in 1710
BC and established the 15th dynasty. Under their rule, the Hebrews prospered and
grew in numbers and prosperity. When the Hyksos were driven out of Egypt in 1540
BC, the Israelites (the descendants of Jacob and his sons), who were associated with
them, came to be regarded as a threat to subsequent dynasties. It is probable that
gradually they were persecuted and increasingly discriminated against until finally
they were enslaved.

The period of the Israelites’ slavery in Egypt lasted, according to the Bible, for 400
years. It is commonly believed by scholars that about 1275 BC, during the reign of
Rameses II, the Exodus led by Moses took place.

According to the Bible, the Egyptian Pharaoh, frightened by the growth rate of
the Hebrews, ordered that all Hebrew baby boys should be put to death. Moses
avoided this fate through a ruse of his mother’s. He was adopted by the Pharaoh’s
daughter and brought up in the palace as an Egyptian prince. Moses’ mother, who
was employed as his nurse, taught him about his true background. When he was 40
years old, he saw an Egyptian slave driver beating a Hebrew. Feeling the suffering of
the slave, he struck and killed the Egyptian. The Pharaoh heard about what he had
done and sought to kill him. So Moses fled to the wilderness of Midian.

Many years later, after he had married and had a son, while herding his sheep
one day Moses saw a burning bush that was not consumed by the fire. In wonder, he
approached it to investigate, and God spoke to him.

“I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them
crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their
suffering. So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the
Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious
land, a land flowing with milk and honey.”

— Exodus 3:7-8

God asked Moses to go back to Egypt to bring the Hebrews out of slavery. Moses,
however, found many excuses why he was not suited to the task. Moses was very
unassuming. He did not self-confidently and ambitiously agree to be the leader. On
the contrary, he had to be pressed very hard by God to do the job.

Finally, Moses and his brother Aaron went to Egypt and won the support of the
elders of the people of Israel. Together, they went to see the Pharaoh and addressed him.

“This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: ‘Let my people go, so that
they may hold a festival to me in the desert.’ ” Pharaoh said, “Who is the
Lord, that I should obey him and let Israel go? I do not know the Lord and
I will not let Israel go.”

— Exodus 5:1-2

Instead, the Pharaoh increased the Hebrews’ workload. According to the Bible,
God responded by bringing upon Egypt a series of plagues and disasters. Each time
the Pharaoh asked Moses to stop the disaster. But each time, after the trouble ceased,
Pharaoh changed his mind and refused to let the Hebrews go. The Hebrews could see
that Pharaoh was a stubborn and evil man, one who did not keep his word. Many
Egyptians sympathized with the Hebrews, and even the Pharaoh’s servants turned
against him. Moses’ prestige among everyone rose. The people started to gain confi-
dence that Almighty God was on their side.
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The final calamity was the death of all the first-born among the Egyptians. The
Pharaoh’s own son died. In his grief, finally the Pharaoh gave permission for the
Hebrews to go. The relieved Egyptians showered the departing Hebrews with gifts of
gold, silver and clothing.

The Exodus
According to the Bible, 600,000 men and their families left Egypt and traveled

into the desert. As soon as the Pharaoh realized he had lost his work force, he pur-
sued the Hebrews with an army and 600 charioteers. In front of the Israelites was the

Red Sea. When they saw the dust clouds of the
approaching Egyptian army, the Israelites were
afraid and complained to Moses:

“Was it because there were no graves in
Egypt that you brought us to the desert
to die? What have you done to us by
bringing us out of Egypt? Didn’t we say
to you in Egypt, ‘Leave us alone; let us
serve the Egyptians’? It would have been
better for us to serve the Egyptians than
to die in the desert!”

— Exodus 14:11-12

Moses, however, encouraged the people to
put their trust in God. He stretched his staff
over the sea. A strong east wind blew all that
night, and the water was divided. Dry ground
appeared, and the Israelites crossed the Red Sea

safely. However, the water closed up on the pursuing Egyptians, who were all
drowned. The exact location of the crossing is unknown, although it is thought to be
to the north of the Red Sea. Miracles such as these could have been the coincidence of
natural phenomena happening at the “right” time.

The Israelites traveled in the desert toward Mount Sinai, guided by a pillar of fire
during the night and a pillar of cloud during the day. Soon their supplies of food and
water were exhausted. The Israelites grumbled and complained to Moses and Aaron.

“If only we had died by the Lord’s hand in Egypt! There we sat around pots of
meat and ate all the food we wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert
to starve this entire assembly to death.” Then the Lord said to Moses, “I will rain
down bread from heaven for you. The people are to go out each day and gather
enough for that day. In this way I will test them and see whether they will follow
my instructions. On the sixth day they are to prepare what they bring in, and that
is to be twice as much as they gather on the other days.”

— Exodus 16:3-4

The covenant
After many adventures, trials and tribulations the people arrived at Mount Sinai.

Moses perceived the presence of God on the mountaintop. He climbed the mountain,
and there God spoke with him.

“This is what you are to say to the house of Jacob and what you are to tell
the people of Israel: ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and
how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now if you
obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be
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my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for
me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words you are
to speak to the Israelites.” So Moses went back and summoned the elders
of the people and set before them all the words the Lord had commanded
him to speak. The people all responded together, “We will do everything
the Lord has said.” So Moses brought their answer back to the Lord.

— Exodus 19:4-8

God had demonstrated His love and care for the people. He had liberated them
from slavery and brought them out of the land of Egypt. He wanted to lead them to
Canaan, a land “flowing with milk and honey.” But He also wanted them to be “a
holy nation and a kingdom of priests.” God wanted them to be His people. He
wanted to make a covenant with them. A covenant is a relationship that is binding,
wholehearted, enduring and based on mutual loyalty. The emphasis is on mutual
belonging and enduring responsibility, even if there is unfaithfulness. Such an
intimate relationship, because it is based on trust, is characterized by great inner
freedom. Of course, such a relationship can only be freely entered into. It cannot be
forcibly imposed. So God was wooing the Israelites, as a man might woo his prospec-
tive bride. God wanted to propose to them, but before that He had to win their trust.

So when they accepted His proposal, God told them to
purify themselves for three days, washing their clothes and
abstaining from sexual relations. Then Moses once again went
up the mountain, where God revealed to him the Ten Com-
mandments and gave him guidance about other matters.

These were the conditions of the covenant. If the people
kept them, they would be blessed by God. If they acted faith-
lessly, God, as their parent and king, would punish them until
they recognized the error of their ways, repented, and practiced
once more the true way of life. After receiving the Words from
God, Moses told the people all the Lord’s words and laws, and
they responded with one voice, “Everything the Lord has said
we will do.”

This was very important. God was not asking them to agree
to something they did not fully understand. The laws were
simple, just and easy to understand. The people responded and
agreed to keep the laws which God had given them. There
followed the covenant ceremony to make the covenant binding.

Through this ceremony the people of Israel became God’s
kinsmen. No longer were they to be slaves belonging to and
ruled by evil kings. Now they were God’s family. Like all fami-
lies, the relationship was often stormy, and the dialogues of the
prophets show the intimacy and freedom they felt in their
relationship with God.

After the covenant was established, God once more called Moses to go up the
mountain and receive the two tablets of stone upon which were carved the Ten
Commandments. To receive the tablets, Moses fasted for 40 days. Meanwhile, the
people at the foot of the mountain grew restless. Moses had been away a long time,
and others came forward to challenge his leadership and policies. They pressured
Aaron into making a golden calf, an idol which they then worshiped. God was
shocked by the way the people quickly forgot their promises and attributed to an idol
the saving work God had just wrought. He spoke to Moses:

The Ten Commandments
1. You shall have no other gods before me.

2. You shall not make for yourself an idol.

3. You shall not misuse the name of the Lord

your God.

4. Remember the Sabbath day by keeping

it holy.

5. Honor your father and your mother.

6. You shall not murder.

7. You shall not commit adultery.

8. You shall not steal.

9. You shall not give false testimony against

your neighbor.

10. You shall not covet.

— Exodus 20:1-17
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“Go down, because your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have
become corrupt. They have been quick to turn away from what I commanded
them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They have
bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, ‘These are your gods, O
Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.’ I have seen these people,” the Lord
said to Moses, “and they are a stiff-necked people. Now leave me alone so
that my anger may burn against them and that I may destroy them. Then I
will make you into a great nation.”

— Exodus 32:7-10

Moses, however, was no ordinary leader. Even though the
people caused him a lot of frustration and pain, he stood up and
defended the Israelites before God. He reminded God that He,
too, was obliged to keep the covenant He had made with
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob:

“Why should your anger burn against your people, whom you
brought out of Egypt with great power and a mighty hand?
Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he
brought them out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe
them off the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce anger;
relent and do not bring disaster on your people. Remember
your servants Abraham, Isaac and Israel, to whom you swore
by your own self: ‘I will make your descendants as numerous
as the stars in the sky, and I will give your descendants all this
land I promised them, and it will be their inheritance forever.’
” Then the Lord relented and did not bring on his people the
disaster he had threatened.

— Exodus 32: 11-14

That Moses could change God’s mind shows that the covenant was a living,
dynamic relationship.

The Israelites later built the Tabernacle, a portable temple in which was placed
the Ark of the Covenant. The Ark contained the two tablets of stone. This was the
focal point of Jewish religious ceremony. The Tabernacle was later replaced by the
Temple, built by King Solomon in 960 BC.

These two events, the Exodus and the occurrences at Sinai, liberation and cov-
enant, formed the two pillars of Judaic self-understanding. They were two sides of the
same coin. The liberty they had been granted was to be preserved and guaranteed by
the covenant. The law protected people’s freedom as it prevented people from op-
pressing each other. The goal was the promised land, a land of milk and honey, of
prosperity. But prosperity without an ethical dimension would have led back to
tyranny and injustice. The only way the Israelites could remain free was if they
became a kingdom of priests, a holy nation. In a nation filled with righteous people,
no one goes in fear of losing his life, or of his property being stolen. Promises are
kept, and the strong do not terrorize the weak.

Into Canaan
The Israelites then continued on their journey to Canaan. However, conditions in

the desert were not easy, and the people often grumbled. Sometimes the hardships
they experienced as slaves in Egypt seemed mild in comparison.

“If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no
cost, also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. But now we
have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this manna!”

— Num. 11:4-6
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Moses told God about the situation, and in his words we see revealed the honest
relationship he had with God.

“Why have you brought this trouble on your servant? What have I done to dis-
please you that you put the burden of all these people on me? Did I conceive all
these people? Did I give them birth? Why do you tell me to carry them in my
arms, as a nurse carries an infant, to the land you promised on oath to their
forefathers? Where can I get meat for all these people? They keep wailing to me,
‘Give us meat to eat!’ I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too
heavy for me. If this is how you are going to treat me, put me to death right now
— if I have found favor in your eyes — and do not let me face my own ruin.”

— Num. 11:11

Finally, after 21 months, they reached the border of Canaan. Moses sent out 12
men to spy on the land for 40 days. When the spies returned, they gave their report
to the people.

“We went into the land to which you sent us, and it does flow with milk and honey!
Here is its fruit. But the people who live there are powerful, and the cities are
fortified and very large.” Then Caleb silenced the people before Moses and said,
“We should go up and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do it.“

But the men who had gone up with him said, “We can’t attack those people; they
are stronger than we are.” And they spread among the Israelites a bad report
about the land they had explored. They said, “The land we explored devours
those living in it. All the people we saw there are of great size. We seemed like
grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them.”

That night all the people of the community raised their voices and wept aloud. All
the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, and the whole assembly said to
them, “If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert! Why is the Lord bringing us
to this land only to let us fall by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken
as plunder. Wouldn’t it be better for us to go back to Egypt?” And they said to
each other, “We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt.”

— Num. 13:27-14:4

Since the people were not yet ready to enter Canaan, they were doomed to wan-
der in the wilderness for another 40 years. Almost all the people who left Egypt died
in the desert. It was their children who crossed the River Jordan into the Promised
Land. Moses himself could only look at Canaan from the top of a mountain before
he died.

A chosen people
Jews are sometimes called the chosen people. This term is

often misunderstood. Indeed, many people find it offensive,
since it suggests that God has favorites. This notion has
become a source of much misunderstanding and hostility.
There have been other nations that have thought they were
chosen by God to rule over other peoples because they were
superior. For the Jews, though, the term means responsibility,

not privilege. Whereas all other people are required to observe only seven of the
commandments (this is explained in the next chapter), Jews have to keep 613 laws,
as part of their covenant with God. They see themselves as chosen to serve God and
to suffer the ordeals that such service entails. By establishing the covenant with God
and accepting the demands of the Mosaic law, they suffered the penalties for its
violation.

“The Lord God has chosen you to be a

people for His own possession, out of

all the peoples that are on the earth.”

— Deut. 7:6
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“You only have I known of all the families of the earth; Therefore I will visit
upon you all your iniquities.”

— Amos 3:2

The Jewish notion of being chosen was not exclusive. God loves all the nations
and wants to save them all. Israel was just to be the means through which this
salvation was to be mediated.

Thus we can understand the implications of being “chosen.” Individuals and
nations who think they have some special calling can look to the Bible to see what
the responsibilities of such a position are. The failure to acknowledge such responsi-
bility has led to egoism on individual, national and racial levels. Unfortunately,
many who thought they had a special calling understood this to mean they should
have unlimited power and could do no wrong. The Old Testament, by contrast, is an
extraordinarily honest litany of all the errors and sins committed by the Jewish
people. In this sense it is without precedent. Whereas other nations hid their wrong-
doings and boasted of their accomplishments, the Old Testament recounts all the
wrongdoings of the people and gives all the credit to God for anything good.

After a shipwreck you and your class are stranded on a desert island.
There is no hope of being found. You are faced with the necessity of
creating a new society. What kind of society would you like to see? How
should it develop? What obstacles do you think you will meet? What will
you do to enable an orderly and equitable society to develop, so that a
majority of the people on the island will be happy? Explain the steps you
think would be necessary. Would your classmates agree with your plans,
or would there be problems?

• Why do you think Moses was reluctant to agree immediately to
become God’s prophet?

• How do you understand the notion “covenant”? What examples of
covenant relationships do you know?

• Why does it often happen that people first enthusiastically respond to
new ideas, but then start to doubt them?

• Do you agree with the statement “It is one thing to be freed from
slavery. It is another thing to be a free man”?

• To what extent is it important to understand the meaning of any new
responsibilities and their consequences before accepting them?

• How do you understand the phrase “The only way to keep freedom is
to become a righteous people”?

• What is the relationship between the notions “chosen” and
“responsible”? Imagine that you are chosen for some high position.
Would it change your life — your views, your attitude toward people,
your material well-being? If so, what kind of changes?

Something to
think about

For Your
Journal
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Moses and the Fox
Adapted from School for Prayer, by Anthony Bloom

Moses finds a shepherd in the desert. He spends the day with the
shepherd and helps him milk his ewes. At the end of the day he sees that
the shepherd puts the best milk he has in a wooden bowl, which he
places on a flat stone some distance away. Moses asks him what it is for,
and the shepherd replies, “This is God’s milk.” Moses is puzzled and asks
him what he means. The shepherd says, “I always take the best milk I
possess, and I bring it as an offering to God.” Moses, who is far more
sophisticated than the shepherd with his naive faith, asks, “And does
God drink it?” “Yes,” replies the shepherd. “He does.” Then Moses feels
compelled to enlighten the poor shepherd, and he explains that God,
being pure spirit, does not drink milk. Yet the poor shepherd is sure that
He does, and so they have a short argument, which ends with Moses
telling the shepherd to hide behind the bushes to find out whether in
fact God does come to drink the milk. Moses then goes out to pray in
the desert. The shepherd hides, the night comes, and in the moonlight
the shepherd sees a little fox that comes trotting from the desert, looks
right, looks left and heads straight for the milk, which he laps up, and
disappears into the desert again. The next morning Moses finds the
shepherd quite depressed and downcast. “What’s the matter?” he asks.
The shepherd says, “You were right. God is pure spirit, and He doesn’t
want my milk.” Moses is surprised. He says, “You should be happy. You
know more about God than you did before.” “Yes, I do,” says the
shepherd, “but the only thing I could do to express my love for Him has
been taken away from me.” Moses sees the point. He retires into the
desert and prays hard. In the night in a vision, God speaks to him and
says, “Moses, you were wrong. It is true that I am pure spirit. Neverthe-
less I always accepted with gratitude the milk which the shepherd
offered me, as the expression of his love, but since I am pure spirit, I do
not need milk, I shared it with this little fox, who is very fond of milk.”


