
CYT Bible Study MJ 501 
WEEK #11 

Smorgasboard of American Judaism  
 

I. A PLURAISTIC JUDAISM 
 A. Definition : Smorgasbord (pluralism) 
 

1. Two hundred years ago, Judaism was essentially a monolithic religion—
Orthodox. 
  

2.  There were minimal differences between: 
 

   a. Sephardic vs. Ashkenazy (European vs. North African/Spanish). 
 
   b. Chassidic (“charismatic”/Kabbalistic) vs. Rationalistic/Torah Observant 
 
 B. Today, individual is king.  Here are two examples: 
  
  1. Denver synagogue called “Judaism as you like it” 
 
  2. “Polydoxy,”: “Jewishness is whatever I am since I am Jewish,”  
  (R. Gershon Winkler).  
  
  3. Judaism in Israel is characterized differently.  
 
   a. Multiple sects of Orthodoxy occupies about 20% of the population.  
  
   b. Majority of Israelis (80%) totally secular, no affiliation to any synagogue.  
  
   c. Israelis who ravitate toward alternate spirituality; American forms of  
      Judaism (Kabala, New Age, Reform, Conservative).   
 
  4. Judaism today much like Judaism in the first century:  
 

   a. Multitude of sects: Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots + mystical groups 
    (e.g. Markava Mysticism, influenced by Gnosticism but based on Ezek. wheel)  
 
                           b. Outside Israel: Hellenistic influence- 
                   (e.g. 1000 + Greek terms in the Talmud; Greek manuscripts in the Dead Sea Scrolls). 
   

    c. Greco-Roman religions also had “mystery religions” + a variety of  
religions/philosophies (e.g. Acts 14:11-12—Lystra, where primitive religion 
flourished; Acts 17:16-21—sophisticated/liberal idol worship; Acts 19:19, 35—
occult and Diana cult in Ephesus).   
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 C. Major divisions within Judaism 
 

  1. Orthodox Judaism = adherence to Halachah (rabbinic law) + 
                       having a mechitzah (partition separating men from women). 
   

   a. Standard. Orthodox, including outreach groups such as Aish HaTorah 
 
   b. Chasidic Judaism:  
 
    i. Multitude sects based on  location of the original rebbe (“guru”) 
 

 ii. Chabad actively involved in outreach world-wide  
      (based on R. Schneerson’s philosophy) 
 

  2. Conservative Judaism -theologically variable, liturgy orthodox  
                    (Hebrew).  Reaction to the excesses of Reform movement in 19th century,  
                    led by R. Zacharias Frenkel to conserve rabbinic tradition. 
   

  3. Reform Judaism: 
  

a. Began in 18th century Germany, led by Moses Mendelsohn.  
 It emphasized the need to be a “modern,” religion—ie. Rationalistic views, 
expressed in vernacular not Hebrew.  Pprimary proponent: 
 Moses Mendelsohn (Felix’s grandfather) 
 
 b. 21st century American incarnation of Reform Judaism, 
same theology but the liturgy more traditional (ie. more Hebrew).    
Not subject to authority of  Halachah. 
   

  4. Reconstructionism-1963, led by Mordechai Kaplan, stresses lay involvement-  
                                      rabbi more facilitator than spiritual leader, gender equality.  
  
  5. Humanistic Judaism 1963. R. Sherwin Wine -God not necessary to Judaism.   
                                      Humanistic Judaism is cultural and secular and strongly influential—    
                                      secular/cultural Judaism becoming the norm. 
  
  6. Renewal Judaism- R. Abraham Joshua Heschel 
   a. Kabbalistic spirituality & practice of the presence of God 
 
                                           b. Emphasis on Tikkun Ha-Olam (repairing the world) 
 
                                           c. Borrows from other faith traditions  
                                              (e.g. New Age, Eastern Mysticism) and Jewish mysticism (Kabbalah).   
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II. INTERACTING WITH 21ST JUDAISM TODAY:  
                 BUILDING BRIDGES DESPITE DIFFERENCES 
 
 A.  DIFFERENCES 
  1. Biblical demand for universal truth vs. individualism & pluaralism 
 
   a. Torah presents a God as absolutely intolerant of deviation,   
                                              (Exod. 20:5, “I am a jealous God”). 
 
   b.  NT reiterates the “narrow mindedness” in the Torah (Jn. 14:6; Acts 4:2). 
 
  2. Specific doctrinal differences: For most American Jews: 
 
   a. salvation not based on hereafter but on the here and now.   
                                              KEEPING THE TORAH is the means for salvation.  
  
   b. Personal Messiah concept morphed into Messianic Era.   
                                               One can hasten its coming by committing acts of charity and working 
                                                towards human rights .  Called Tikkun Ha-Olam,  restoration of the world. 
  
   c. Other than renewal Judaism, God is minimally in the picture 
                                                People relate to him through faithfulness to the mitzvot (commandments),  
                                                corporate worship or ethical living. 
   
   d. ATONEMENT earned by observances of Yom Kippur  
                                               (Day of Atonement), includes three pillars:  
                                                repentance, prayers. good deeds (charity).  
  
   e. Locus of authority ieither rabbinic tradition  (Orthodox/Conservative 
                                               Judaism) or individual (rest of the Jewish community).   
                                               Consensus of the rabbis: Holy Spirit is inactive  
 
 B. Imperative to share Good News of Yeshua  
  1.Scripture defines one role of the church as stirring up Jewish people to jealousy 
                                    (Rom. 11:11-14 parazhlow). 
 
  2.Scripture conveys primacy of sharing Yeshua with Jewish people (Rom. 1:16). 
                                     MJ’s interpret “to the Jew first,” not merely as historical primacy but a matter of 
                                     priority, which is lived out in the ministry of Paul, the apostle to the Gentles.  
 
  3.  According to Scripture, Good News is core of Yeshua’s death and resurrection  
                                      (I      Cor. 15:1-3), not secondary issues (e.g. abortion).   
                                     Secondary issues can obfuscate the message to liberal community (I Cor. 9:19-24). 
 
Exegetical Study: Rom. 1:16; I Cor. 15:1-3  


