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DEDICATION
Sherwin Wine was the First secular rabbi in modern
times. He Followed a long tradition oF"Apikorsim"the Hebrew w o r d For those w h o believe in
wo/mankind as the creator oF gods, and in the
Freedom oF the individual to pursue happiness
within a national culture and community. This
humanistic Faith is the source oF Free Jews'
rejection oF any obligation to obey religious
commandments (Mizvoth) - old and new.
Beginning in the third century BCE, the inFluence
oF the Greek philosopher Epicurus, and his disciples,
spread to the entire Mediterranean region and
was imbibed by its various national cultures. In
the First century CE, the liberal editors oF the
Bible included the Epicurean-inFluenced books
Ecclesiastes (Kohelet) and Job in the Biblical
anthology, thus demonstrating the pluralistic
culture oF the Jewish people. Sherwin Wine carried
on the enterprise oF Jewish Apikorsim already
begun by the authors oF those two books; and the
work oF the First Apikores rabbi - Elisha Ben Avuyah,
who lived and taught in the second century CE
in the Land oF Israel.

This book is dedicated to the memory of Sherwin
Wine, the founder of the first Secular Jewish
Synagogues, the movement and Federation of
H u m a n i s t i c S e c u l a r J u d a i s m led by s e c u l a r
rabbis, and the academic institute preparing
them for their work. Sherwin Wine's writings and
the implementation of his ideas have created
new modes of life in Secular Jewish Culture,
a culture which has developed over the past
two hundred years in Europe, the United States,
and in Israel.
***

S h e r w i n had a p h e n o m e n a l c a p a c i t y for
friendship - one of wo/ man's greatest achievements,
and a mark of our very humanity. Like the Greek
philosopher Epicurus, Sherwin saw friendship
as an ideal attainable in life, and Sherwin's
life was marked by friendships that blossomed
in the s e c u l a r h u m a n i s t i c c o m m u n i t i e s he
established - and in w h i c h he will live on. In
the hearts of all of his friends, Jewish and n o n Jewish, he w a s loved and recognised for the
revolution he wrought in giving form and structure
to the secular humanistic ideals of non-religious
Jews: the majority of world Jewry today.

Sherwin w a s the first to revive the original
meanings of institutions such as the synagogue
and the rabbi: the synagogue as the home of
Jewish cultural community; and the rabbi as
teacher, assisting members of their communities
in their spiritual, cultural and social quests, without
imposing religious restrictions or requirements.
Whenever we appeared together, at conferences
and seminars of the Federation of Humanistic
Secular Judaism, in Brussels, M o s c o w , Paris,
Tel-Aviv, Jerusalem, or here in Farmington Hills,
he always expressed his optimism and beliefs:
- The belief in wo/man and human rights that can be cultivated only in the context of a
national culture.
- The belief in absolute and universal moral
values that guide our lives and the rejection of all
religious precepts that contradict them.
- The belief in communities of national culture
that promote social interaction, offering ties of
friendship that enrich people's lives and afford
them new meanings.

- T h e belief that happiness and the betterment
of human lives are the ultimate purpose of life
and morality.
It is Sherwin's belief in Jewish humanism that
led to his principled rejection of religion and
Halakhah and all attempts to enslave wo/man
by religious leaders who purport to speak in
God's name.
Sherwin's life was filled with hope. He was an
"altruistic hedonist" - as Epicurus was called by
his admirers. He knew that life can only be enjoyed
on the individual level w h e n the lives of all
members of society are improved - regardless
of ethnicity, race, gender or religion.
His great contribution to Israeli Judaism lay in
the model that he created for the education
and ordination of secular rabbis in Israel, and
in the support that he gave Rabbi Sivan Maas
and her partners in establishing the Israeli
institute: Tmura - Israeli Judaism. Sherwin and
his colleagues thus helped to create a unique,
stable and lasting bridge between diaspora
Judaism and Israeli Judaism.

His optimism was reflected in action as well as hope.
Like him, I hope that - with your help and the
help of all his friends - Sherwin's life's work will
continue to evolve and to mark Jewish culture,
just as his personality and spirit live on and
continue to mark our lives and spirit.
This is the true meaning of h i s h a ' a r u t h a n e f e s h "the survival of the soul." This is how rational and
enlightened Jews have understood the concept,
ever since Maimonides' Guide for the Perplexed:
not as the infantile tale of resurrection, but
as the realistic hope that wo/man's soul and
wisdom will converge with universal wisdom. The
survival of my friend and yours, Sherwin Wine,
lies in the convergence of his spirit with ours, in
the continuation of his work through our actions.
We too have been touched by his optimism, in
our love of Sherwin Wine, even after his death.

Yaakov Malkin
Jerusalem
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Only in Judaism did the name of the
philosopher Epicurus come to mean
"heretic", and Epicureanism "heresy". All
heresy however, derives from belief religious or otherwise.
Judaism is the only culture in the world in which
the name oF the Greek philosopher Epicurus
(third century BCE) has been a part oF everyday
language since antiquity; in Hebrew and other
Jewish national languages (languages and
dialects spoken only by Jews), e.g. apikorsim
(heretics) or apikorsut (heresy) in Hebrew, and
apikoires in Yiddish.
The term apikoros was used in ancient Judaism to
designate a Jew who believed that the universe
was subject to natural laws - "those who say
the world is automatos (selF-moving)"- rather than
the will oF a creator or master. These Jews also
believed in man's Free will, sovereignty over his own
HFe, and Freedom From obligation to observe the
halakhic precepts.
This belief - like all belieFs - necessarily implies
heresy. Even the belieFs oF a religious Jew necessarily
imply heresy against the beliefs of others, including
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those oF the apikorsim. The belief of a religious
Jew in God as the creator and master of the
universe and man, who watches over and
commands them to act in accordance with his will,
implies heresy against the sovereignty of man, the
agelessness of the universe and laws of nature,
the right of all Jews to freely choose the way in
which to realise their J e w i s h n e s s in their
national culture, while fulfilling their moral
obligations as human beings. The beliefs of the
Jewish apikoros imply heresy a g a i n s t the
obligation of all Jews to observe the halakhic
precepts, worship in or belong to a religious
synagogue. The apikoros' belief in God as a
fictional character created in a distinct fashion in
each national culture also implies heresy with
regard to God's existence within or beyond the
infinite universe.
The humanistic beliefs of Jewish apikorsim include
a commitment to the principles of justice and
ethical behaviour, or in the words of Hillel: the
essence of Judaism is "do not unto your fellow that
which is hateful to you; the rest is commentary".
From this belief stems heresy against the supremacy
of religious precepts over justice and ethical behaviour.
In the eyes of the apikorsim, the right of every
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human being to full equality before the law takes
precedence over religious precepts - Jewish and
non-Jewish - that discriminate against women.
Apikorslm believe that the Bible is an anthology of
literary works written over the course of centuries
during the first millennium BCE, by numerous
authors and redactors; and that like all literature,
they reflect the social, cultural and spiritual reality
of the time in which they were written, even If
they are not precise accounts of historical events
as they occurred, in the places and times cited
by the biblical authors. This belief implies heresy
against the divine origin of the biblical text, and
its consequent sacredness.
As early as the ninth century CE, in Khorasan, south
of Bukhara, in the city of Balkh - one of the large
trading centres along the Silk Road - there lived
a Jewish apikoros by the name of Hiwi al-Balkhi.
He was known to his contemporaries due to a work
he published, containing two hundred criticisms
of the Bible: pointing out its contradictions, lack
of reason, and the injustice of the behaviour it
ascribes to God. Among the Jewish sages who
addressed the criticisms of Hiwi al-Balkhi are
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Saadiah Gaon, Abraham ibn Ezra, and Moses ibn
Ezra. Since most oF the writings oF pre-eighteenthcentury Jewish and non-Jewish apikorsim have
been lost or destroyed, the Figure oF Hiwi al-Balkhi,
one oF the pioneers oF Jewish heresy, assumes
symbolic signiFicance. Apikorsim in every era have
Furthered the develop-ment oF Jewish thought and
culture, precisely because they have aroused debate
and controversy, causing old conventions to be re
examined and new conclusions to be drawn.
In the Following, I will provide a brieF description
oF the circumstances surrounding the phenomenon
oF apikorsut in Judaism - inFluenced by the views
and belieFs oF the Greek philosopher Epicurus, and
the agnostic and atheistic philosophers who
Followed his or similar paths. I will also present
popular deFinitions oF the terms "apikoros" and
"apikorsut" among religious Jews, and an account
(Following the book oF ProF. Moshe Gil) oF Hiwi
al-Balkhi, the First apikoros whose ideas have
survived, through the works oF the Jewish scholars
who opposed him.
Today, apikorsut is shared by most Jews in the
world. These Jewish apikorsim are called "secular"
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in everyday parlance, since they express, in their
lifestyle and approach to Judaism, beliefs that
coincide with those of the apikorsim: free from
the obligation to observe religious precepts and
customs, and not bound to obey the rulings of
religious rabbis or the new laws that they invent in
God's name. Apikorsim and apikorsut are thus a
dominant influence in Judaism as a culture comprising
many different Jewish cultures, developing today as in the past - through clashes between diverse
views and beliefs. This culture is reflected in a vast
body of art and literature, created mostly by apikorsim.
The contrasts between views, beliefs and heresies
further the development of Judaism as a culture which is, like all culture, a functional unity of
,

contrasting elements'. (Cassirer)
Judaism, a pluralistic culture from its inception, has
always been characterised by constant clashes
between contrasting views and beliefs, in social
and cultural struggles. Not only have such contrasts
and clashes not harmed Jewish unity; they have
actually strengthened it. Jews have felt proximity
to other Jews who, although members of other
Jewish ethnicities and cultures, espoused positions
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regarding the significance they attached to their
Jewishness, use of the Hebrew language or other
Jewish languages, the Bible, the Oral Law, Zionism,
relations with other peoples, general education
versus exclusively halakhic studies, the essence
of God, commitment to religious observance,
messianism, mysticism, rationality, etc.
Among the elements shared by Jews who live in
Judaism as a culture: a common historical and
cultural legacy, a perception of the Bible as the
basis of Judaism, the use of Jewish languages
and Hebrew, a sense of solidarity among Jews
who reside in the midst of other peoples. All of these
things have served as unifying factors in a population
divided by contrasting views and beliefs.
Among the elements that divide the Jewish People
into factions, movements and cultural groups:
differing religious and non-religious beliefs, causing
those who hold them to view all who disagree as
heretics against the tenets of their faith and the
conclusions they draw from them.
From religious belief in creation as described in
the Bible, and a creator who rules the universe
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stems repudiation of the independence and
agelessness of the physical universe, and of fixed
laws of nature that can be deduced through
scientific research.
From non-religious belief in a universe consisting
of physical matter and forces developed through
Independent processes stems repudiation of the
possibility of creation as described in the Bible,
and the governance of the world by a personal god
who imposes commandments that must be obeyed.
(In the Hellenistic period, religious Jews and
Christians were called "atheists" and "heretics" by
polytheists, since the Jewish and Christian faiths
deny the existence and exploits of the gods, as
described in polytheistic mythology.)
Since the Second Temple period, religious believers
have called non-religious believers "apikorsim",
and their beliefs-considered heretical - "apikorsut".
Apikorsut has taken various forms throughout
history. Most expressions of apikorsut recall
Epicurean philosophy, which developed in the
third century BCE, in Athens and the Epicurean
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schools around the Mediterranean. In Judaism,
apikorsut has always served as a catalyst arousing
ideological discussion oF new questions raised
by apikorsim and sceptics such as Hiwi al-Balkhi,
or Maimonides' qualification regarding the
description of God in the book of Genesis, his
assertion in the Guide for the Perplexed, that
precepts pertaining to animal sacrifice should be
abolished, or that it is not only the apikoros who
is a heretic, but any who believe that God has shape
or form, limbs or attributes within the realm of
human comprehension. In the Modern Era, since
Spinoza, apikorsut has again taken a new form closely resembling the criticisms of Hiwi al-Balkhi
or the revolutionary ideas expressed in the Guide
for the Perplexed, but further extending to include
non-religious - agnostic, atheistic, pantheistic and
deistic - beliefs, leading to the conclusion that Jews
may choose complete freedom from the precepts
of Halakhah, or elect to observe some of the precepts.

The questions raised by doubters of received
truth, hallowed by tradition, represent the kind
of original thinking that upsets equilibrium and
shocks conservatives. Questions and doubts are
the driving force behind thought, scholarship,
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philosophy and art. Rationalists throughout history
have therefore believed that doubt is the path to,
and the test of, true discovery - like the principle
of refutability proposed by the Jewish philosopher
Karl Popper as the crucial test of scientific "truth".
Clashes between contrasting beliefs and views
have been a constant feature of Jewish national
culture. Contrast between views, beliefs and the
lifestyles that reflect them do not undermine
the unity or stability of Jewish national culture, but
constitute an integral part of its development,
and according to the German-Jewish philosopher
Ernst Cassirer, such contrasts are a part of any
stable, evolving culture. In An Essay on Man: An
Introduction to a Philosophy of Human Culture,
Cassirer asserts that:
The unity of human culture is functional, i.e. its
elements vary, as a result of internal clashes and
contrasts, yet continue to play essential roles in
the lives of people - whether as individuals, or
within the culture of a particular group. In this
sense, the functional harmony within culture
resembles Heraclitus' harmony of opposition,
whereby operative unity is the unity of contrasts,
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like the contrast between opposite tensions that
creates the functional harmony of the bow and the
arrow. It is by virtue of contrast that they function.
The unity of the various elements that make up
national culture is not uniformity. The unique
character of every individual or human group
is inherent, and part of what sets them apart
from other animals. The contrasts created by such
differences and the characteristically human need
for change shape the development of national culture
as a whole. Such are the opposing forces at work
within the Jewish People today and in past eras;
contributing to the totality and development of
dynamic, pluralistic Jewish culture, changing from
generation to generation, and enriched thereby.
To Aristotle's definition of man as a social animal,
we must add, according to Cassirer, the charac
teristics that distinguish human society from that
of other social animals such as bees, who perform
efficient and precise actions in order to achieve
specific goals, without ever changing form or
method, without developing or deviating from
tradition, by virtue of the extreme conservatism
that characterises their culture.
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The social lire of the human animal is characterised
and driven by the contrast between two forces
affecting human consciousness: identification with
society, its etiquette, customs, norms regarding its
historical and cultural legacy; and awareness of
one's individuality, the ways in which one differs
from others, the possibility of acting differently and
going against the norms of the society in which
one lives. One may thus adapt to tradition or deviate
from it or conversely, create something new that
might someday become a part of cultural tradition.
In an open, pluralistic society, like that of the
Jewish People, scattered throughout the world, in a
large number of increasingly varied communities,
it has been possible to effect change, to express
individuality and diversity, even when this has
meant clashing with a traditionalist establishment.
The contrast between upholding tradition, and
undermining it in an unprecedented process of
revitalisation, is the driving force behind the
development of culture and society - its art and
lifestyles, economy and the sciences, technology
and communication - changing not only social life,
but its physical and political environment as well.
This is clearly illustrated by Judaism's greatest
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enterprise of the Modern Era: the establishment
of the Jewish state and the development of Israeli
Jewish culture.
Cassirer notes the extreme conservatism common
to all cultures dominated by mythology and belief
in the reality it describes. In such cultures, life is
conducted within a rigid framework that demands
observance of positive and negative precepts, in
keeping with the belief in the sanctity of tradition
and myth. Any deviation from tradition threatens
the very fabric of society. Any doubt regarding
the veracity of the mythological narratives is
considered heretical and immoral, a crime against
society, as well as God.
With the proliferation of new beliefs, leading to
the repudiation of social norms and the sanctity
of myth and tradition, and consequently to clashes
within traditional society, stagnation was
supplanted by processes of dynamic cultural
change, developing new modes of moral behaviour
and approaches to religion. "Religion attains
its maturity and its liberty, shattering the sorcery
of rigid traditionalism". (Cassirer)"
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In Judaism, such clashes have arisen between
conservative forces and doubting apikorsim,
despite Ben Sira's admonition, cited in the Talmud:
"Seek not out things that are too hard for thee, neither
search the things that are above thy strength. But
what is commanded thee, think thereupon with
reverence, for it is not needful for thee to see with
thine eyes the things that are in secret."
This admonition is typical of the "mythological
culture" we call "Orthodox Judaism", in which an
educated rabbi was compelled to tell me, for
example, in a public debate on Israeli television
(December 2005), that the world is five thousandodd years old, as recounted in Jewish biblical
mythology, although he knew, like all the other
members of the panel, that life began in the
terrestrial seas four billion years ago.
In the Hellenistic-Roman period, such clashes took
place in all religious cultures of the Middle East,
resulting in the disappearance of polytheistic
religious culture (Canaanite, Greek and Roman)
from the lives of most Europeans, although many
vestiges of these cultures can be found in the rituals
of the monotheistic religions: Judaism and its
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Christian adaptation that developed into a distinct
religion in its own right.
The culture of the Jewish religion did not disappear.
It continued to develop and change, while maintaining
historical-cultural continuity, by virtue of the clashes
and contrasts between the cultures of the Jews
and their respective religious streams. Many Jews
joined other religious communities, but those who
remained members of Jewish communities were
able to choose between the factions, divisions
and ethnic cultures that developed alongside one
another, or on distant continents.
To this day, the range of opposing streams within
Jewish culture continues to grow, while Jewish
culture continues to develop as a dynamic and
highly innovative national culture. Over the course
of the twentieth century-with the ascendancy of
the secularisation process and the proliferation
of apikorsim - religious Judaism and observance
of its precepts disappeared from the daily lives of
most Jews in the world. This same period, however,
witnessed the rapid growth of secular Jewish
culture - in various centres throughout Europe
and the Americas, and in secular Jewish culture's
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largest and most prolific centre: Palestine and later
the State of Israel.
Epicurus was a philosopher who asserted a deistic
worldview, i.e. one in which the gods are wholly
separate from the universe and human affairs. This
approach denied divine involvement in the creation
of the world or administration of nature and its
laws, and freed man from the obligation to make
offerings, pray to the gods, or observe the precepts
devised by religious leaders. In this sense, Lucretius
was right to term Epicurus' beliefs a-theistic, i.e.
without religious belief. They are reflected in
Epicurus' atomist theory: since the world is infinite,
both in time and place, and the atoms it comprises
are in constant motion; the atoms collide, attaching
themselves to animate or inanimate objects that
in turn, disintegrate into atoms whirling in the
surrounding void. It is on the basis of this belief
in an uncreated universe, unguided by a creator
or god in need of our prayers or offerings, that
Epicurus developed his moral teachings; affirming
man's freedom to pursue his goals - to live better,
increase pleasure, aspire to happiness. Upon
examination of the conditions in which these
aspirations can be realised, Epicurus concluded
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that only by exercising selF-restraint in satisfying
one's desires, and consideration in one's dealings
with others and with society, respecting the
principles of justice that ensure its stability and
very existence, can one attain such goals: the
improvement of human life through restrained,
moderate and lasting pleasures - physical, spiritual
and social - the greatest of which is friendship.
This Epicurean approach spread throughout
the Hellenistic world for seven hundred years,
beginning in the third century BCE (the Second
Temple Period), and again in the national cultures
of the western world, including Judaism, during
the Renaissance and the eighteenth century
Age of Enlightenment.

From Epicurus' Belief in the Reality of
Knowledge of the Physical and Human
World Stems Rejection of Life After Death
and Divine Providence
Epicurus reaches these conclusions through
observation of animal and human nature, the natural
boundaries of gratification, and the restrictions
by which we are bound as social animals:
consideration for others and the improvement of

28

their lives, and application of the principles of
justice, upon which society's existence depends,
and through which it can develop and safeguard
man's humanity. Such a society - like the community
established by Epicurus in his Garden in Athens would be egalitarian, and free of religious coercion,
as long as its rules are respected. Such a society
would be conducive to friendship, the pleasures
of which Epicurus valued above all others.
Epicurus, following Democritus, believed in atomist
doctrine, whereby the universe is seen to develop
by force of the physical processes that occur within
it (atomic motion, combination, and disintegration).
From this belief stemmed Epicurus' rejection of divine
involvement in the creation and administration
of the world, as well as his dismissal of life after
death - which he viewed as the disintegration of
the atoms of the body and the corporeal soul,
without which it cannot exist.

In the absence of an administrator or supreme
governor of the universe, Epicurus believed that
man is sovereign, free to desire and choose his
path in life, within the boundaries imposed by
factors independent of man's will, deriving rather
from the physical and physiological conditions
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of human existence. Epicurus therefore also
rejected belief in the role of divine providence in
determining man's fate, in this world and the next.
Death, according to Epicurus, is merely a passage
to nothingness, entailing no suffering or evil,
and should therefore not be perceived as a threat
or cause of fear or anxiety. In order to enhance
people's lives and increase their happiness, their
fear of death and the life the dead are supposedly
compelled to live in the hereafter must be dispelled.
Freedom from fear of omnipotent deities is also a
prerequisite for a pleasurable life. Fear of death
and of the gods who purportedly govern our lives
even after death is reinforced by religious leaders,
with their sadistic descriptions of the hellfire
with which we are to be tormented after our
deaths, contrary to everything we know of the
nature of reality.

With these ghastly descriptions, religious leaders
shackle believers to their stories, and compel them
to make animal and human sacrifices in order ostensibly - to satisfy the will and needs of the
gods. According to Epicurus, promises of divine
reward and threats of divine punishment run
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counter even to belief in the existence of the gods.
Since the gods are by definition perfect beings,
they cannot possibly need or take an interest in
anything beyond themselves.
These two principles: 1) the attainment of a good
and enjoyable life as the purpose of human activity
and society; and 2) the atomist view of the universe
as uncreated and independent of the will or
administration of the gods, and the heresies to
which they gave rise, led religious believers
unfamiliar with the philosophy of Epicurus and his
students to brand Epicureans merely as "pleasureseeking hedonists", "heretics" or "non-believers" as if it were possible to live without belief.
Based on Epicurus' writings and numerous other
sources from the Hellenistic and Roman periods,
Epicurean scholar Norman W. De Witt characterises
Epicurean beliefs and ethics as "altruistic hedonism".
The poet and philosopher Lucretius - whose epic
"On the Nature of Things" promulgated Epicurus'
teachings throughout the Roman Empire, beginning
in the first century BCE - considered Epicurus the
first philosopher to develop an a-thelstic (i.e. a -
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religious) worldview, guided by natural science
and ethics. This worldview would again spread
throughout the western world, beginning in the
eighteenth century Age of Enlightenment following
fourteen hundred years in which epicurean and
other atheistic beliefs were voiced in secret, for fear
of the Church and the Inquisition.

From Epicurus' Belief in Pleasure and
Happiness as Life's Purpose and Supreme
Moral Value Stems Rejection of any
Obligation to Observe Religious Precepts
Imposed in God's Name
Epicurus was a Greek philosopher who taught
in the school he founded in his Athens garden
in the third century BCE, somewhat removed
from the schools established by Plato and Aristotle
in the city. These schools continued to operate even
after the deaths of their founders - in a city that
maintained its status as a centre of scholarship
and intellectual activity within the Macedonian
Empire as well. Macedonian rule spread Greek
language and culture throughout the world,
from India, to Persia and Afghanistan, and the
lands of the Mediterranean.
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With the proliferation of Greek as the first
international language, from the third century
BCE on, many came to study in Athens, and teachers
from distant lands met colleagues at the city's
various philosophical and scientific schools.
Among the most famous of these visitors were:
Paul from Jerusalem who addressed Stoics as
well as Epicureans, Cicero From Rome, and Zeno
from Gaza, who succeeded Epicurus as head of
the Epicurean school in Hellenistic Athens, the
international capital of learning.
In this climate, Epicurean philosophy spread
throughout the three continents - Europe, Asia
and Africa - to become the first philosophical
doctrine studied and developed by Greeks and
"barbarians" (as the Greeks termed all non-Greek
peoples) alike. For seven hundred years - from
the third century BCE to the fourth century CE Epicureanism was one of the most influential
philosophical schools in the Roman civilisation that
engulfed and united the Macedonian conquests
in a process of cultural globalisation.
Epicurus' approach to the nature of physical
reality, and the ethical conclusions he drew from
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his reflections on the goals of justice and morality,
were based on Democritus'atomism, and followed
in the footsteps of Aristotle, running counter to
Platonic thought and its political conclusions.
Like Aristotle, Epicurus chose the observation and
investigation of physical reality as his point of
departure: physical nature, the animal world, life
in human society and prevailing human aspirations.
From his observations and knowledge of "the real",
Epicurus drew his conclusions regarding "the
ideal". From existing physical and human reality
he concluded that in order to achieve the goals
common to all living creatures - the satisfaction
of passions and desires - the object of morality
must be seen as the improvement of life and its
enjoyment through lasting pleasure, while
maintaining physical and spiritual health, within a
stable society governed according to the principles
of justice. Epicurus' conception of ethics and
the rules of justice were based on these goals
and the conditions for their maximum fulfilment.
(Morality in the sense of a set of values, standards
for evaluation and preference in keeping with the
principles of justice. Justice in the sense of a system
of rules that ensure equality and human rights
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For alt or - in the words oF Hillel and Kant - reFraining
From doing to others that which is hateFul to us,
Following rules that are universally valid and treating
human beings as an end and never as a means
to an end.)
Epicurean philosophy was the First to view the
individual as an end in and oF her/himselF, and
the quality oF her/his HFe as a supreme value the Foremost measure oF all behaviour. Previously,
all moral philosophy had been geared toward the
beneFit oF the city state, or the will oF the gods,
in whose name leaders and inventors of religion
purported to speak. Epicurus saw adherence to the
principles of justice and the laws based upon them
as crucial to society's existence, the only force capable
of ensuring individual humanity and happiness.
The more evolved one is, the more refined one's
passions for physical and spiritual pleasures - the
lasting satisfaction of which can only be guaranteed
by self-restraint - like the pleasure afforded
by friendship, which Epicurus considered one of
the pinnacles of human development and one of
life's greatest goals.
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"Hedonistic altruism" (as Norman W. De Witt terms
Epicureanism) is the belief that pleasure is the
ultimate goal of every individual - conditional upon
the pleasure of other individuals in society, and
upon self-restraint and the avoidance of addiction
to physical pleasures and luxuries, which can
cause harm, suffering and anxiety, to the individual
and society.
Hence the Epicurean belief in equality - including
equality between the sexes. Epicurus'philosophical
community was the first to include women and
slaves, Greeks and "barbarians". This revolutionary
development paved the way for all democratic
educational and academic institutions to this day.
The Epicureans believed in the liberty and
autonomy of the individual, attainable through
obedience to the laws of the state. In light of
Epicurus' experience, and the goal of affording
maximum liberty to the individual, he advised
his students to shun politics, which reduces one
to slavery - to a leader, or to the mob one attempts
to satisfy in the hope of winning its support.
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Definitions oF Apikorsut in Judaism and
the Laws that Attest to its Proliferation
Apikorsut in the Mishnah, Judah Halevfe
Kuzari and the Writings oF Maimonides
Beginning in the Hellenistic period, many of the
principles of Epicureanism exerted considerable
influence over those whom the sages of the Oral
Law called "apikorsim". The numerous definitions
they provide of the views espoused by the
philosopher Epicurus indicate that these views
were well-known among Jews. The many laws
against adherents of Epicureanism attest to its
proliferation within Judaism as a culture, and
to the threat they were believed to have posed
to Judaism as a religion, by those who enacted
these brutal decrees.
Justice Haim Cohn, in his essay "Dinam Shel Apikorsim"
(in H. Cohn, Selected Essays, Aaron Barak and Ruth
Gabisohneds.-in Hebrew), examines the numerous
responses to the apikorsim and expressions of
opposition to them, in Halakhah and rabbinical
thought from the Talmud to the present.
Judah Halevi summarises the philosophy of
Epicurus as follows: "His philosophy was that
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pleasure is life's ultimate goal and therefore
absolute good" (Kuzari 5 20). Haim Cohn stresses,
however, that this does not refer to the hedonism
of the flesh, but to the desire for spiritual pleasure for "man's true pleasures derive from that which
he sees with open eyes, hears with receptive ears,
perceives with acute senses, and comprehends
with practised mind ..." One must therefore fortify
oneself against sickness of the body and spirit,
illusions and delusions, superstition, hypocrisy
and self-righteousness. To that end, Epicurus
asserts that one must free oneself of fear of the
gods - a source of great harm to the human spirit
Epicurus therefore rejected all blind faith, in the
providence of one or many gods, in heavenly reward
or punishment In life after death or the existence
of a world to come.

Some saw the essence of Epicurus' philosophy
in his mechanistic approach to the universe, as
in Midrash Tehilim 1,25: "Fools are they who say
the world is automatos", i.e. those who accept
the premise that the world conducts itself in an
independent fashion, as a perpetual automaton,
uncreated and bound by unchanging physical
laws. This approach resembles the prevailing
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view in the book of Ecclesiastes, written in the
Hellenistic period, when Epicurean beliefs were
already widespread in the Near East. (The Epicurean
beliefs expressed by the author of Ecclesiastes
may have been one of the reasons behind the
considerable opposition to the book's inclusion
in the biblical canon.)
Haim Cohn cites a definition of apikorsut from
the early first millennium. The Mishnah, in Sanhedrin
10,1, counts the apikoros among those who have
no share in the world to come, those who say
"the resurrection of the dead is not from the Torah"
and "the Torah is not God-given". Some also add:
"he who misinterprets the Torah"
One of the claims against the apikorsim was that
they rejected the validity of the Oral Law. In this
sense, their views were widespread among the
Sadducees of the Second Temple Period, and among
the Karaites who followed in their footsteps but
opposed the beliefs of the apikorsim themselves
(as evidenced by their opposition to the opinions
of Hiwi al-Balkhi).
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Maimonides describes Epicurean atomism as follows:
"[he] assumes also that the Universe consists of
atoms, that these have combined by chance, and
have received their various forms by mere accident"
(Guide for the Perplexed 111,17). Elsewhere, he
characterises apikorsim as those who "maliciously
violate the body of the Torah and say there is no
sin in this".
The principles of Epicureanism were thus known
to Jewish scholars in the Hellenistic period and
the Middle Ages, who were also clearly aware of
the threat they posed to rabbinical Judaism
and to observance of the precepts of Halakhah.
It would appear that many Jews began to ask
questions, expressing doubts regarding the
obligation to observe the religious precepts, and
regarding God's role in the universe and human life.
These questions and the doubts they reflected
stimulated Jewish thought thereby contributing
to its development - clearly evident in any
comparison between prevailing views in the Talmud
and contemporaneous Merkavah and Hekhalot
literature, and those expressed by great religious
Jewish philosophers such as Saadiah Gaon and
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Maimonides, and secular Jewish thinkers such as
Spinoza, Einstein, Buber, Cassirer, Popper and others.
Debate and dispute have propelled Jewish thought
philosophy and culture Forward in all eras - From
the days oF the Bible to the present.
Despite the many rulings against apikorsim in the
writings oF Maimonides, the philosophical approach
employed in the Guide For the Perplexed was greatly
inFluenced by rationalist Greek philosophy, which together with the Guide For the Perplexed itselF - has
exerted considerable inFluence on the development
oF modern Jewish apikorsut.
Epicurus, like Maimonides In the Guide For the
Perplexed, Followed in the Footsteps oF Aristotle and
Democritus in viewing the world as governed
by immutable laws. In the Guide For the Perplexed,
Maimonides denounces belief in the anthropomorphic
God oF the book oF Genesis as heresy. Maimonides
rejects all conceptions oF God as possessing
human Form or traits oF any kind, capable oF uttering
commands or punishing with outstretched arm.
Divinity, according to Maimonides, is the supreme
wisdom oF the universe, reFlected in the laws
oF nature and the natural order.
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Maimonides rejected the possibility of ascribing
any attributes whatsoever to God, since he viewed
God as a concept beyond human comprehension,
describable only by negation. This rationalist
approach undermines traditional religious belief
in a personal God who rules the world as an absolute
and omnipotent monarch in a totalitarian state,
overseeing and controlling the lives of each and every
one of his subjects. The religious-philosophical belief
expressed by Maimonides in the Guide for the
Perplexed - in God as an entity that cannot be defined
or grasped in human terms, whose wisdom is the
totality of the laws of nature - is closer to the beliefs
of Spinoza and Einstein than to those of the authors
of the creation stories or the novel of the patriarchs
and the matriarchs in Genesis, or even of the prophets
of Yahweh in the Bible (with the exception of the
author of the story of Moses and the burning bush,
who provides the most abstract definition of God in
all of Jewish literature: "I will be that which I will be".)

This later approach in the Guide for the Perplexed
did not prevent Maimonides from concurring, in
his earlier writings, with harsh rulings against Jewish
apikorsim, who he believed should be treated with
utmost severity.
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Epicurean Influence in the Books
of Ecclesiastes and Job, Written
in the Hellenistic Period
The work most representative oF Epicurean influence
upon Judaism in the Hellenistic era is Ecclesiastes,
included in the Bible despite numerous objections
and disputes, due to the "heretical" ideas it presents.
Ecclesiastes is a sublime epic of despair, written
in the Hellenistic era as an expression of disappoint
ment with divine providence, with the lack of justice
in the world, with the illusion that the world is
governed by one capable of changing its inherent
order. The proximity of the views expressed by
the author of Ecclesiastes to the principles of
Epicureanism is manifest, despite the book's
pessimistic conclusions, that run counter to the
optimism characteristic of Epicurus' approach to
life and death.
The position expressed in Ecclesiastes is in keeping
with Epicurean belief in the universe as "automatos",
i.e. self-moving, according to unchanging eternal
laws. The rabbis considered this approach to be
foolishness and denial of God's ability to create
and govern the world as he sees fit.
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In the very first chapter Ecclesiastes states'.
"One generation passeth away,
and another generation cometh:
But the earth abideth forever.
The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth dowa
And hasteth to his place where he arose.
The wind goeth toward the south,
and turneth about unto the north:
It whirleth about continually,
And the wind returneth again according to his circuits....
The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be;
And that which is done is that which shall be done:
And there is no new thing under the sun.
Is there anything whereof it may be said. See, this is new?
It hath been already oF old time, which was before us."
The author thus concludes that man too has no
chance of changing anything in the world, and
therefore:
"Vanity of vanities, saith Kohelet vanity oF vanities; all is vanity.
What profit hath a man of all his labour
which he taketh under the sun?"
Conversely, Epicurus, who also believes that the
universe is self-moving without creator and without
the intervention of the gods, concludes that one
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may aspire toward life's goal: its betterment and
the pleasure one can derive therefrom. There is thus
a purpose to the life of a wise man, who attains
this goal for himself and others, since there is
nothing better or more wonderful than life itself.
Only through life can one fulfil one's desire for
pleasure and enjoyment elaborate and refine them,
and thereby attain the ultimate goal of all action.
At least in one place, Kohelet agrees with Epicurus'
conclusions:
"For to him that is joined to all the living there is hope:
For a living dog is better than a dead lion.
For the living know that they shall die:
but the dead know not any thing,
Neither have they any more a reward;
for the memory of them is forgotten.
Also their love, and their hatred,
and their envy, is now perished;
Neither have they any more a portion For ever
in any thing that is done under the sun.
Go thy way, eat thy bread with joy,
and drink thy wine with a merry heart;
For God now accepteth thy works.
Let thy garments be always white;
and let thy head lack no ointment
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Live joyfully with the wife whom thou lovest
all the days oF the life oF thy vanity,
which he hath given thee under the sua
all the days oF thy vanity:
For that is thy portion in this life,
and in thy labour which thou takest under the sun."
(Ecclesiastes 9:4-9)
Like Epicurus, Kohelet believes that a man's death,
like that oF other animals, is absolute nothingness,
since human liFe - the liFe oF intermingled body
and soul - ends when the body disintegrates into
the physical elements From which it was made, like
those present in the soil, making liFe aFter death
an impossibility.
Epicurus considered this belleF- that death is Final
and Followed by nothing - one oF the reasons that
liFe can and should be enjoyed, without anxiety or
Fear oF the terrible unknown that religions promise
in the hereaFter.
Kohelet reaches essentially the same conclusions,
but Finds support For his pessimistic view oF liFe:
"For that which befalleth the sons oF men befalleth beasts...
As the one dieth, so dieth the other;
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yea they have all one breath;
So that man hath no pre-eminence above a beast;
For all is vanity.
All go unto one place; all are oF the dust,
and all turn to dust again."
(ibid. 3:19-20)
Alongside the aspersions he casts on man's
pre-eminence over the animals, Kohelet also oFFers
a glimmer oF Epicurean hope: specifically because
man has no advantage over beast in death, he
enjoys such an advantage in liFe, because he has
the ability to enhance life in this world:
"Wherefore I perceive that there is nothing better,
than that a man should rejoice in his own works;
For that is his portion:
For who shall bring him to see what shall be after him?"
(ibid. 3:22)
Elsewhere he adds:
"Then I commended mirth, because a man hath
no better thing under the sua than to ear,
and to drink, and to be merry:
For that shall abide with him
oF his labour the days oF his life,
which God giveth him under the sun." (ibid. 8:15)
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and
"Truly the light is sweet, and a pleasant thing
it is For the eyes to behold the sun:
But iF a man live many years, and rejoice in them all;
yet let him remember the days oF darkness;
For they shall be many ..." (ibid. 11:7)
French Bible scholar Edouard Dhorme, translator
and editor oF the new French translation oF the
Bible (édition de la Pléiade), notes the Epicurean
inFluence on Ecclesiastes, in addition to that
oF sceptic (Pyrrhonian) philosophy, which also
developed in the convergence oF cultures that
Followed the conquests oF Alexander. Like most
scholars, Dhorme dates Ecclesiastes to the
Hellenistic-Second-Temple period, primarily on
linguistic grounds. The Hebrew oF Ecclesiastes
employs many expressions similar to those
Found in the language oF the Mishnah, completed
in the second century CE (see also M.Z. Segal,
Introduction to Ecclesiastes, in The Literary Bible,
Devir, 1960).
Dhorme also cites many parallels between
Ecclesiastes and Job, which were written in the
same period, and reFlect a similar approach to HFe
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and death. In Job, the author (or redactor) gives
striking expression to his despair of justice in the
world. In the background story of Job, God himself
enters a conspiracy with Satan to visit destruction
upon Job's family, specifically because of the
man's righteousness, conveying the message that
righteousness and wickedness have no bearing
upon one's destiny.
The epilogue to Job reflects a deistic approach (one
of the sources of which was Epicurean philosophy),
whereby God would appear to exist but in a state
of complete detachment from human life and the
forces that act upon it.
The voice of God in the epilogue to Job explains
the detachment of the cosmic God - locked in
perpetual struggle with the Chaos, in order to
sustain the cosmos - from human life, which plays
no part in this struggle; just as God bears no
responsibility for the vagaries of human existence.
In this sense as well, the views expressed by the
authors of Job are similar to those of the Epicureans,
who presumed that the gods exist; if only because
so many people in so many different cultures believe
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in them. It is precisely the existence of the gods
however - perfect and unchanging by definition that precludes any possible connection with the
changing reality of the physical world and human life.
Hence the prevailing belief among Epicureans,
reflected in the writings they inspired, that one
cannot hope for divine justice, reward or
punishment in the world, but should rather trust
only in man, and his ability to overcome the
suffering inflicted by others, by society, or by
natural disaster - the greatest example of the
moral neutrality of the forces at work in the
physical world, even if the source of that world is
presumed to be divine.
Job shatters any illusion that God's actions are
just, that the prospect of salvation exists, or that
God can justify all of the evil suffered by man in
this world. In this sense, Dubnow was right when
he termed Job an anti-religious work - an indictment
of God, and an expression of profound rejection
of the traditional belief in man's obligation to
uphold God's religion and its precepts, and of the
naive conviction that God is munificent and just.
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The philosophical drama oF Job is thus one oF
the most radical expressions oF apikorsut in
ancient Judaism.
Laws Aimed at Apikorsim Attest to the ProliFeration
of Such BelieFs in the Middle Ages and the Present
Haim Conn, in his article on the subject, discusses
the Fierce opposition to apikorsut that resulted in
a series oF halakhic decisions against its adherents.
Maimonides rules (Hilkhot Issurei Biah 12, 5) that
even a sinner worthy oF death may kill his righteous
assailant. It is perhaps For this reason that he
advises - iF one is unable to kill an apikoros directly
in public - that the heretic's death should be
brought about by subterFuge, suggesting For
example that if an apikoros should happen to Fall
into a well, one should remove the ladder, claiming
that he needs it urgently and will return it later.
Moreover, Maimonides rules (Hilkhot Avodat
Kokhavim 10,1; based on Avodah Zarah 26b) that
"one is commanded to actively destroy the apikorsim
of Israel and cast them into a pit oF destruction".
Maimonides explains the prohibition against reading
heretical books, as Follows: "for mans intellectual
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capacity is limited, and not all minds are capable
of clearly perceiving truth; and if a man is drawn
after the thoughts of his heart, he can destroy the
world for the incapacity of his mind." It is not only
heretical books that must be consigned to the
flames, but even Torah scrolls written by an apikoros.
The threat p o s e d by the p r o l i f e r a t i o n of
apikorsut w a s s o great that a curse against
apikorsim was added to the 18 blessings of the
Amidah prayer: "In the days of Rabban Gamliel,
the apikorsim waxed in number, and they were a
vexation to Israel and induced them to turn away
from God. And seeing in this the greatest of
needs, he and his court arose and established a
blessing that would be an entreaty before God
that he might destroy

the apikorsim"

(Maimonides, HilkhotTefilah 2,1). The prayer that
was composed was: "May the inFormers have no
hope, and may all the apikorsim be destroyed in
an instant..."
Haim Conn writes that Maimonides' admonition
against conversing with apikorsim or answering
their questions stands to this day - despite the
Mishnah's assertion "know what answer to give
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the apikoros" (Avot 2,17), like the questions that
apikorsim posed to Rabban Gamliel (Sanhedrin
90b): "how do you know that God resurrects the
dead?" He cited verses from the Torah, the Prophets
and the Writings, and they rejected them all.
This is an example of the tradition of polemical
questions posed by apikorsim in debates with
rabbis; a practice that pre-dated Hiwi al-Balkhi's
book of two hundred questions (addressed by
Saadiah Gaon) by centuries. This long-standing
tradition of heretical questions, expressing
scepticism regarding the truth or plausibility
of elements of the Written and Oral Law, has
been a characteristic feature of debate in
Judaism, between apikorsim and rabbinical
leaders (practised to this day in the pamphlets
published by "Da'at Emet" - a group of former
students of haredi yeshivot in Israel - consisting
of questions and refutations of rabbinical halakhic
rulings - Y.M.).
Haim Cohn failed to discover in the writings of
Rabbi A. Kook - a Zionist considered liberal and
tolerant toward secular Jews - a single halakhic
ruling nullifying earlier rulings against apikorsim.
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He does claim however that the laws pertaining
to "apikorsim" should not be applied to all nonbelievers, since the rabbis were referring to one
who actually adopts a contrary position (i.e. an
atheist who believes in a world without God), as
opposed to one who does not believe because he
has doubts in his heart (i.e. an agnostic).
Lest there be any doubt regarding his attitude
toward Jewish atheists, Rabbi Kook writes: "The
decision to the contrary (as claimed by the atheist)
must not exist at all among Jews, unless one is
entirely wicked and a deliberate liar ... one who
has the audacity to declare that he Is a heretic is
entirely wicked, and should by right be judged in
accordance with all of the explicit laws ... For he
engages in the brazen pursuit of wickedness, and
is therefore condemned by all of the laws of man
and God" (Igrot HaRayah 20).
The laws against Jewish apikorsim, agnostics and
atheists are thus in force to this day. A ruling of
this kind by Rabbi Kook - a teacher of Haim Cohn's,
for whom he had considerable respect even after
he himself had become an apikoros - underscores
the danger of extremism, fanaticism and violence
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posed by rulings issued by rabbis, when they
feel that they have the power to inflict real damage
upon those who espouse beliefs different from
their own. The rabbis call these adherents of
other beliefs "heretics". Many secular Jews are
tempted to refer to themselves as "non-believers",
disregarding their own beliefs, deemed unworthy
by haredi and similar rabbis. Even moderate
religious leaders, like Rabbi Kook, a supporter of
Zionism, tolerant toward the secular pioneers who
were acting on behalf of the entire Jewish People,
believed that the day was not far off when the
entire people would return to religious orthodoxy,
once the secular Zionists ("ignorant children") had
completed the task of building the Jewish state,
which would then be governed by the Jewish
religion, as they saw it. Such religious believers
allow agnostics to live as long as they merely
express doubts regarding God's existence as ruler
of the world, author of the Bible and the precepts
that Jews, and only Jews, are obligated to observe.
If the apikorsim however dare to espouse nonreligious (a-theistic) beliefs, and believe that there is
no divine providence, no life after death, and that
the precepts were invented by human beings
purporting to speak in God's name - they must
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be judged in accordance with all of the laws
against apikorsim.
We learn from Haim Conn's article that the
phenomenon of apikorsut has been so widespread
in every period of Jewish cultural history that
the rabbis have felt the need to issue repeated
rulings against them, prohibitions and proscriptions,
in order to stem the tide of their influence within
Jewish communities. The sages of the Talmud
defined an apikoros as one who does not observe
the precepts of the Torah and fails to heed the
rabbis. They Interpreted the designation "apikoros"
as deriving from the Hebrew root P-K-R, "abandon".
An apikoros is thus one who abandons the Torah
and those who study it abandons the precepts
and rabbinical authority.
Haim Conn remarks: The distinction between
agnostics and atheists can be found in Christian
theology as well. They are defined respectively as
those who are unable to reach a decision regarding
the existence or non-existence of God, and those
who fail to find any plausible reason for his existence,
and thus find no plausible reason to believe in him.
Canon law, however, makes no such distinction, and
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condemns both agnostics and atheists to torture
and burning at the stake (like Giordano Bruno
in Rome's Campo de' Fiori). Today, they are merely
suFFer excommunication; a kind oF ostracism
and proscription practised in Judaism as well.
In conclusion, Haim Cohn writes: "The apikoros
does not pretend to know anything beyond that
which he can grasp with his mind. He does not
presume to know that there is no God, and that
all w h o believe in him are mistaken. One can
thereFore say that an apikoros does not believe
in God, as a result oF the doubts he harbours.
Doubt is sublime because it provokes thought,
research, criticism and progress. To a religious
believer, however, doubts are an obstacle to
Faith, and that is why the Talmud cites the words
oF Ben Sira: "Seek not out things that are too
hard For thee, neither search the things that are
above thy strength. But what is commanded
thee, think thereupon with reverence, For it is
not needFul For thee to see with thine eyes the
things that are in secret."

In his autobiography, Mavo Ishi (Hebrew), Haim
Cohn c h a r a c t e r i s e s himselF as an a g n o s t i c
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aplkoros, although elsewhere he perceives
only a semantic difference between the terms
"agnostic" and "atheist" stating that "the difference
between an atheist and agnostic is that the
atheist knows that there is no God and the
agnostic does not know that there is a God".

Jewish Apikorsim Live by their Beliefs
and within their National Culture,
Founded on the Bible
In the Modern Era, Epicurean philosophy attracted
the renewed attention of European intellectuals,
including Jews. Of the dozens of scrolls written
by Epicurus, sixty-nine pages have survived. It is
primarily through the works of Lucretius, Diogenes
taertius, Plutarch, and Stoics such as Seneca,
Cicero and Marcus Aurelius, that his philosophy is
known. In the 1890s a further eighty-six sayings
by Epicurus were discovered in the Vatican Library.
The agnostic and atheistic beliefs that spread
throughout Europe and the United States, beginning
in the seventeenth century, were based on a view
of the world as gradually revealed by scientific study,
and related to the universe as an independently-
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evolving collection of elements, without the
intervention of a divine creator and without divine
purpose. This approach has guided the sciences
of physics and biology, upon which the technology
essential to the western civilisation in which we
live is based.
These beliefs, that came to dominate western
society in the wake of the secularisation process,
developed alongside a growing awareness of
national culture, and the need of each and every
people to teach its unique history, culture, and
founding works. The same period witnessed the
rise of movements for national independence,
ensuring the promotion of secular national
culture - including the principles of humanism,
the interdependence of peoples, and the classic
works of western culture that have influenced
all of the national cultures it comprises.
A new educational environment created the
"classical gymnasium" system of humanistic
education. In all western national cultures, secular
curricula - including the sciences, great works of
literature and philosophy, national and world
history - replaced religious curricula, like the one
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offered at Jewish religious schools, which focused
almost exclusively on the Oral Law, generally
ignoring the Bible, history, science and modern
and ancient Jewish literature. Secular humanistic
education in all national cultures developed new
approaches to national and world history.
In Jewish national culture, humanistic education
returned to the Bible as the cornerstone of Jewish
culture, inasmuch as it is the sole element common
to all Jewish cultures - religious and secular, in all
of Judaism's ethnic communities and streams; for
those who view the Oral Law as founding literature,
as well as those who consider it one of many products
of the Hellenistic era and a part of the greater body
of Jewish works that influence our beliefs and
lives to this day.
In all national educational systems, students are
introduced to the humanistic belief in the sovereignty
of man and his freedom of choice, based on an
awareness of the physical, physiological, cultural
and social limitations imposed by one's environment
Man's free choice determines the manner in which
s/he will deal with these limitations, and the
changes that s/he can effect.
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Apikorsim, or "secular Jews", subscribe to a variety
of beliefs and views, reflected in their lifestyles,
the education they give their children, and the
national and world culture they create and enjoy.
SecularJews and non-Jews generally find it hard
to define their beliefs. The basic principles of secular
Jewish belief - expressed mostly in personal and
family lifestyle, cultural and social activity - include:
1) Belief in freedom of choice, man's sovereignty
over her/his life, personal autonomy, commitment
to society and its just laws - the source of her/his
humanity. This belief affords freedom from the
observance of religious precepts and customs,
but cosmmands observance of the democratic
laws of the society in which one lives.
2) Belief in man's freedom to act upon her/his desire
to enjoy life, to better her/his life and that of others,
to enrich and improve its material and spiritual quality.
3) Belief in the wisdom that guides our actions,
and the way in which we approach the many
pleasures open to us, restraining them and exercising
consideration for others, and thereby attaining
the greatest possible happiness in life.
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In the Jewish culture and Hebrew language reborn
in Israel, the Bible plays a central role in education
at all levels. Awareness of a legacy and historical
homeland, rooted In the Bible, lies at the heart of
the political consciousness shared by Israelis who
recognise their right to live in a Jewish state in
the Land of Israel, alongside a Palestinian state.
The Bible serves as a basis for the historical national
holidays, and includes many works that express
humanistic beliefs.
Jewish apikorsim believe that the Bible was written
by human beings. The authors and redactors who
shaped the characters that appear in the literary
works of the Bible believed in a God of their own
creation. Like the Children of Israel in the desert,
who demanded that Aaron, the high priest, "make
them a God" (sic), they believed in the Golden Calf
as the God who had taken them out of Egypt,
celebrated it and made sacrifices to it and passed
this belief down to the ten tribes who recreated
the God of Israel in the temples to Yahweh in
Beth-El and Dan.
It is unlikely that the events recounted in the Bible
really happened as they are described. We can
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assume, however, that these stories, like all works
of literature, reflect the social, spiritual and cultural
reality at the time of their creation as oral traditions,
and in the written accounts they inspired. The number
of works in the biblical anthology, and the variety
of beliefs they express, depict Judaism in its
formative period - the first millennium BCE - as
a pluralistic culture.

Apikorsim Have Contributed
to the Development oF Judaism and
its Many Beliefs, Casting Past Judaisms
in a New Light
During the course of the secularisation process,
historians and philosophers among the apikorsim
began to see Judaism not as a religion, but
as a culture, comprising both religious and
non-religious streams - including the multiplicity
of currents and the many works they produced
in the Hellenistic period, the Middle Ages and
the Modern Era.
One of the greatest contributions of the apikorsim
to contemporary Judaism is the rediscovery of a
wealth of creative works, proscribed for centuries,
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and excluded from Jewish cultural studies. The
recovery and re-inclusion of representative Jewish
works, suppressed by rabbinical Judaism for nearly
two thousand years, altered perceptions of past
Judaisms. The greatest change occurred with
regard to Hellenistic-Byzantine Judaism, previously
represented exclusively by the Talmud and
midrashic literature.
As a result of s e c u l a r J e w i s h s c h o l a r s h i p ,
Hellenistic-Byzantine Judaism (from the Second
Temple Period to the Muslim conquest) came
to be represented by a broad range of literary,
philosophical and artistic works, produced by:
Rabbinical Judaism (successors to the Pharisees) the Oral Law and the Halakhah; Greek-speaking
Judaism - a wealth of historiography, philosophy,
poetry, narrative, dramaturgy and mosaics,
as well as the institutions of the Jewish-Greek
polis (on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem at the
time of the Second Temple, and in other cities);
Christian Judaism-the New Testament-the most
popular Jewish work in the world (after the Bible);
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Mystical sects - the Merkavah and Hekhalot
literature, Sefer Hayetzirah and SeFer Shiur Komah;
Desert sects - the Dead Sea Scrolls;
Samaritan Judaism - which has preserved
its own traditions, distinct from those of other
branches of Judaism;
Karaite Judaism - which developed in the Middle
Ages in the wake of the Sadducees (the religious
establishment that controlled the Temple cult
during the Second Temple period), going on to
become a mass movement in the early centuries
of the Muslim conquest.
Secular Judaism developed Jewish historiography
(dormant for centuries - practically since the time
of Josephus Flavius). These works studied the
changes Jewish belief had undergone, since
Hellenistic times, including: the newly-introduced
beliefs in resurrection and the world to come, Hell
and Heaven, the propagation of divine and celestial
beings - e.g. the Shekhinah, Satan, Lilith, hosts of
angels headed by the princes of the celestial
kingdom, and Metatron, viceroy to the King of
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Kings, the man who had become an angel. The
new beliefs spread rapidly, populating the heavensonce the exclusive province of Yahweh - with
thousands of angels and demons.
Jewish religion, not represented in the Bible,
developed a polytheistic mythology - as in the case
of Jewish Christianity, both before and after it broke
away from Judaism to become an independent
religion; the religion of the Roman Empire.
These developments fostered the doubts of
Jewish apikorsim in ail eras, growing criticism of
mystical tendencies in the Kabbalah movement
and its mythology (as represented in the Zohar,
for example), and increasing clashes between
messianic movements and those who believed
they were worshipping "false messiahs".
The Age of Enlightenment in Europe saw the
development of the Haskalah and movements
for Jewish religious Reform, and consequently
the development of reactionary Jewish religious
Orthodoxy. Among the latter group's many streams
was the Hassidic movement, with its beliefs
unprecedented in Judaism - ascribing sanctity
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to communal rabbis, as intermediaries between
their followers and God. In response and extreme
opposition to Hassidism, the Vilna Gaon led the
Mitnagdic movement and a bitter struggle ensued
within Jewish Orthodoxy, between Hassidim
and Mitnagdim.
As in all western national cultures, Judaism
of the Renaissance and particularly the Age of
Enlightenment saw the proliferation of apikorsim,
who considered God a man-made literary figure.
This approach, similar to that of the sixth century
BCE Greek philosopher Xenophon, viewed the
various gods as creations of the respective
national cultures of their adherents, including
those who - like members of the Jewish religion believed in the exclusivity of their particular god.
Greek philosophers treated believing Jewish
monotheists as complete atheists, since they did
not believe in all of the divine members of the
international community of Canaanite, Egyptian
and Greek gods.
The images and characteristics of the various gods
were shaped by members of all religions in all national
cultures, through literature, art and theology. Jewish
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cultures produced a number of different images
and traits for the same god: the God of Israel as
golden calf, abstract divinity (called "I will be that
which I will be" by the author of the burning bush
story), or God in man's image - male and female,
as described in Genesis 1. In the eyes of the biblical
prophets, Yahweh is a lone and exclusive divinity;
to the authors of the Zohar, he is a married God,
who has sexual relations with his consort, the
Shekhinah, and resides with his son and daughter;
and in the eyes of the author of the Guide for
the Perplexed, Yahweh is the supreme wisdom
of the universe - so beyond human conception
that he cannot be described in human terms.
The apikoros' definition of "God as a literary figure",
or "God as a human creation", is at the heart of the
debate between religious and non-religious believers.
It is clear/however, even to non-religious believers
that God, as a human creation, has influenced all
national cultures - including of course, both religious
and secular Jewish culture. The word and concept
"God" appears in secular as well as religious poetry;
expressions such as "God willing" are commonly
used by secular Jews who are fully aware of the
fact that "God" is a human invention. In this sense,
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even complete apikorslm believe in God as a
cultural phenomenon, even iF they do not believe
in his existence as an independent Force in the
universe. Believing apikorsim are termed "heretics"
or "non-believers" by religious believers who observe
the precepts oF the Jewish religion and believe in
the existence oF a personal God who commands
such observance. Maimonides' writings were also
suspected oF heresy, and were burned in the
streets oF Paris in the thirteenth century, as recounted
by Rabbi Isaac oF Verona, because Maimonides
believed in an abstract incorporeal, intangible
God - which many saw as a denial oF the existence
oF a personal God capable oF issuing commandments
and supervising their observance or violation.
Few oF the works oF Jewish apikorsim written prior
to the eighteenth century have survived, just as
most Christian heretical writings created beFore
the Age oF Enlightenment have been lost. French
historian Georges Minois, in his book, Histoire de
l'athéisme, points out the systematic destruction
oF all agnostic and atheistic works in western culture
in the Middle Ages. We know oF the existence oF
such works and the ideas they expressed only
From the writings oF their opponents. In Judaism
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as well, we learn about the views and doubts oF
the apikoros Hiwi al-Balkhi, For example, From the
works oF his greatest opponents. One oF these,
Abraham ibn Ezra, preFaces each and every quote
From al־Balkhi's writings with a curse, such as "may
the bones oF Hiwi al-Balkhi, be worn [to nothing]",
or "may the bones oF Hiwi al-Balkhi rot". He goes on,
however, to dispute al-Balkhi's doubts and theses,
thereby preserving For posterity the very views
he considered to be those oF an "accursed" apikoros.
The historiography oF Jewish culture and religion
reveals the Fact that sharp disputes and clashes
between the proponents oF its various streams
have characterised Judaism throughout the ages.
It is thanks to this characteristic element oF Jewish
culture that Judaism has remained dynamic;
a dynamism reFlected in the Hellenistic period,
inter alia, by the "Halakhah" - From the Hebew
root H-L-Kh, denoting Forward motion, progress,
constant change. The Halakhah is presented in
the "Oral Law" - opinions and interpretations oF
biblical verses and precepts, debates between
various authorities on religious law, decisions
taken by majority vote, as well as the excommu
nication oF certain rabbis by others. The disputes

70

continued even after the completion of the
Mishnah in the second century CE, and the Palestinian
and Babylonian Talmuds in the middle of the first
millennium. With the proliferation of apikorsim and
diverse streams within Judaism of the Middle Ages,
the Renaissance and the Age of Enlightenment,
the fields of controversy expanded, enriching
Judaism with new works in all areas of philosophy,
religion, law, Halakhah, literature and art. In the
sixteenth century, Halakhah was brought to a
standstill with the establishment of Joseph Karo's
Shulhan Arukh as a binding code of law for all
Jews throughout the world. Debate raged more
vehemently than ever. Jewish apikorsim such as
Baruch Spinoza and those who followed
in his footsteps opposed the imposition of the
rules and regulations of the Shulhan Arukh on their
lives. Many rejected such an obligation to the
precepts of the Shulhan Arukh, as wholly
inconsistent with their o w n beliefs. In the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, adherence
to the precepts of the Shulhan Arukh and even
familiarity with them w a n e d . Today, only a
small minority of Jews f o l l o w the Shulhan
Arukh.

!
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In the wake of these disputes, hundreds of new
works were created, changing the face of Judaism,
enriching Jewish educational methods and curricula
to include many subjects and texts of which Jewish
teachers had been completely ignorant prior to the
Haskalah and Enlightenment Jewish apikorsim began
to integrate into the cultures of Western Europe
and the Americas in the eighteenth century; and in
the twentieth century western, secular Jewish culture
came to be the dominant influence on the lives of
most Jews. Judaism continues to develop, thanks to
the apikorsim, who produce most of its works of art
and literature, and lead the secular Jewish state,
created by apikorsim, and today the largest and most
innovative centre of Jewish creativity in the world.

Biblical Judaism - Debate between
Monotheists and Polytheists,
and between Theodicists and those
who Doubt the Justness oF the Judge
oF all the Earth
In secular Judaism, most Jewish children in the world
have returned to the Bible as the cornerstone of
Judaism and its culture, while the Haredi minority
continues to relate to the Talmud as the foundation
of Judaism - often the sole subject studied by
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students at Haredi educational institutions.
In secular Judaism, Jewish culture of the biblical
era Is discovered through biblical literature itself,
which - like all literature - reflects the cultural and
social environment in which it was created. In the
culture of the Jewish People, the first millennium
BCE was also marked by clashes between various
streams and beliefs.
The prophets of Yahweh, who believed in the God
of Israel as a national, exclusive and abstract God,
clashed with Jewish prophets who worshipped the
Canaanite gods Baal and Ashtoreth. The prophets
of Yahweh believed that all Jews must adhere to
the principles of justice, and worshipped Yahweh
exclusively. The Jewish prophets and priests who
worshipped Baal and Ashtoreth were concerned,
according to the biblical evidence, solely with
the cults and precepts of the Canaanite religions
they served. They erected a statue of Asherah the mother of the Canaanite gods - in the Temple
in Jerusalem (where it stood for two-thirds of
the Temple's existence). Jewish kings and priests
in Judea rejected God's abstract nature and
the prohibition against his figurative portrayal,
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believing it was permitted to place statues of
the cherubim (chimaeras with human faces
and enormous wings) in the Jerusalem Temple's
Inner sanctum, the "Holy of Holies"; and a bronze
basin mounted on twelve statues of bulls, at the
Temple's entrance.
Kings and priests of the ten tribes' Kingdom of
Israel believed that Yahweh, the God of Israel who
had taken them out of Egypt, could be depicted in
the form of golden calves, which they erected at
the centres of the Yahweh cult, in Beth-El and Dan.
This approach, ascribed by the biblical authors to
Aaron - the first high priest to Yahweh - is later
adopted by Jeroboam son of Nebat, the king who
liberated the majority of the people from the tyranny
of David's grandson Rehoboam, and dedicated
a temple and golden calf image at the ancient
cult site of Beth-El (where both Abraham and
Jacob had made sacrifices to their god).
According to the prophets and the biblical historians,
most Jews in both kingdoms worshipped Canaanite
deities - Baal, Ashtoreth, Molekh - including the
sacrifice of children in Jerusalem (as described
by the prophet Jeremiah, for example).
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The disputes between the various camps of
religious leaders in biblical Jewish culture were
bitter, and violent at times - as in the case of the
Jewish prophets of Baal lynched by a mob, incited
to violence by Elijah, after having defeated them
in a magic contest at Mount Carmel. The Jewish
king Ahab (in whose days the Kingdom of Israel
reached the height of its economic and military
success) expelled all of the prophets of Yahweh
from his kingdom, on pain of death.
In light of these disputes and clashes between
adherents to different beliefs, the prophets of
Yahweh created masterful works of poetry and
rhetoric that enriched Judaism and influenced
Jewish and non-Jewish humanistic philosophers
alike. The prophets of Yahweh demanded exclusive
loyalty to him, as well as a unique version of the
Jewish religion, which placed far greater weight
on adherence to the principles of social justice
than to the observance of religious rituals,
such as sacrifice, prayer and fasting. (It Is on the
basis of these principles that Maimonides, in Guide
for the Perplexed, rejects the practice of animal
sacrifice.) The works of the prophets, in which the
Jewish religion is characterised as ethical
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monotheism rooted in social justice, served
as the basis for Hillel's assertion that universal
justice is the essence of Judaism, and inspired
the humanistic movement within Judaism and
among Christian peoples in the Age of Enlightenment
as well as the movements for social justice that
appeared in the religious cultures of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries.
In biblical times, as in all periods of Jewish history,
the disputes between divergent beliefs were one
of the driving forces behind Judaism's development
and the abundance of works it produced, as
a pluralistic culture comprising many different
views on every subject. The biblical redactors
included non-religious works like Esther and Song
of Songs, alongside works of extreme apikorsut
as Shimon Dubnow characterises Ecclesiastes
and Job. These two works represent profound
philosophical divisions within Judaism, and it is
precisely divisions such as these that foster the
creation of masterpieces in Jewish culture.
The questions provoked by these late works can
also be found elsewhere in the biblical anthology.
The extreme challenge to Yahweh, questioning
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his justness and morality, appears at the very
beginning of Genesis. The author of the creation
story tells of the single law that Yahweh imposed
in his Garden - forbidding knowledge of good and
evil. The law immediately engenders opposition,
expressed by the serpent who correctly predicts
the course of events once the first woman has
rebelled against God, violated his law, eaten the
fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil,
given some to her partner and subsequently to all
mankind - her descendants, and heirs to the ability
to distinguish between good and evil (which the
author views as an inherent trait of Eve's children).
In the novel of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs in
Genesis, Abraham too questions God's justness:
Is it possible that the judge of the entire earth
would not do justice? Is it conceivable that he
would bring destruction upon entire cities - Sodom
and Gomorrah - murdering all their inhabitants?
Could God be responsible for the most unjust
of punishments, collective punishment that makes
no distinction between the righteous and the
wicked? Following the story of God's promise to
Abraham, to make him "a great and mighty nation",
who "will command his children and his household
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after him, and they shall keep the way of Yahweh,
to do righteousness and justice ..." (Gen. 18:1819), God informs Abraham that he intends to
destroy all the people of Sodom and Gomorrah.
Abraham, shocked and outraged, replies: "Wilt
thou also destroy the righteous with the wicked?
...Far be it from thee to do such a thing, to slay
the righteous with the wicked, so that the righteous
should be as the wicked. Far be it from thee!
Shall the judge of all the earth not do justice?"
(ibid. 2 3 - 2 5 ) .
This rebuke, placed by the author in Abraham's
mouth, raises for the first time the question that
plagues those who believe in God's justness yet
see the reality of his actions in the world; a subject
of ongoing debate in religious Judaism to this
day, and one of the sources of disappointment
for religious Jews who, after the Shoah, ceased
to believe in God's justness or existence.

Apikorsim and Debate among Jews oF
the Middle Ages in Areas Under Muslim Rule
During the period of the Muslim conquest of
the Middle East, Spain and North Africa, Jews
established far-flung communities on three
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continents - Africa, Asia and Europe - from which
diverse communal traditions developed. The Jewish
population of the world decreased, as Jewish
Christian communities joined the Christian Church,
which had become the church of the Roman
Empire. The Church adopted the organisational
structure of the Empire, and survived its collapse
by many centuries.
In addition to Judaism's division into cultural
communities, speaking different languages (although
Hebrew was widely studied, and scholars in all
communities were well-versed in it), there were also
religious divisions: the Sadducean stream of the
Second Temple Period was succeeded by the Karaite
stream, characterised by the belief that all Jews are
bound by the Bible and its precepts; a belief that
led to the rejection of the Oral Law, and the authority
of the rabbis who cited its rulings, or issued new
ones based on hermeneutic interpretations of the
Torah and the Talmud.
The numerous Karaite communities clashed
with those of the Rabbinic stream - heirs to the
Pharisaic tradition, led by rabbis and based on
Halakhah developed in the Oral Law, which often
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deviated from biblical law, and was collected
in the Talmud, considered sacred in Rabbinic
circles, and the foundation of the new Judaism.
The Rabbinic exilarch was recognised by the
Caliphate in Baghdad as the representative of the
Jewish People.
At the same time, Samaritan Judaism pursued
its own cult and culture, distinct from other Jewish
streams; and Jewish mystics continued their
tradition of belief in esoteric matters, and a new
Jewish mythology, developed in Sefer Hayetzirah
and the legends of the Merkabah and Hekhalot
literature (created concomitantly with the Talmuds).
These and other influences (Far Eastern and
mediaeval Christian) led to the development of
Kabbalah mysticism, and its new mythology,
collected in the Zohar, alongside magical practices
that attempted to bypass God, using amulets,
oaths and magical ceremonies to change the
natural order, heal the sick, cause rain to fall, and
perform other miracles. (In her book Une religiosité
sans dieu, Maria Daraki characterises belief in
the power of magic as a kind of popular atheism
that develops alongside religious culture, which
promotes belief in an omnipotent God).
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Jewish rationalists like Saadiah Gaon and
Maimonides continued to develop Jewish philosophy,
one oF the pioneers of which was Philo of Alexandria.
The rationalist philosophy of religious Jewish
thinkers was influenced by the works of Aristotle
and other Greek philosophers, translated into
Arabic in the great centres of Muslim culture
established by the enlightened Caliphs, who
fostered the development of Muslim culture by
encouraging openness toward classical and other
cultures. These sources, together with the Muslim
philosophy they had inspired, encouraged the
development of rationalist streams in Muslim
cultures (like the Mu'tazilah), and influenced
Jewish rationalist philosophy.
The rationalist thought of Jewish and Arab
philosophers cultivated a critical approach to
scripture, and confronted mythological beliefs in
a personal, anthropomorphic, ever-just omniscient
God, who observes each and every one of us,
rewarding and punishing at will.
Jewish apikorsim began to criticise, question or
repudiate the obligation to observe precepts of
the Torah, or its status as sacred and divine writ
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Free oF error or contradiction. In this, they Followed
in the Footsteps oF Famous apikorsim oF the
Hellenistic period - Torah sages like Elisha ben
Abuyah, who rejected Fundamental religious beliefs;
and unnamed philosophers who, according to the
Midrash, believed the world was "automatos",
governed by Its own natural laws rather than
God. In the ninth century, one oF the most renowned
apikorsim oF the Abbasid Caliphsate was Hiwi a l Balkhi (from Balkh, in Khorasan), whose assertions
Saadiah Gaon saw Fit to reFute.
Jewish merchants, bankers and intellectuals were
Fully integrated into Islamic Arab economic, social
and cultural life. They served at its royal courts,
were influenced by Muslim philosophy and literature,
wrote in Arabic and Hebrew, studied Greek
philosophy in Arabic translation, and contributed
to the development oF Judaism as a culture, in their
biblical commentaries, Hebrew philological works,
and Hebrew and Arabic secular poetry, and the
Hebrew religious poetry they c o m p o s e d .
The Middle Ages saw the rise oF Jewish messianic
movements, the adherents oF which believed in
the restoration oF Jewish national and political
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independence. Some of these messianists (among
the Sabbateans and the Frankists) questioned the
obligation to observe the precepts of Halakhah,
and some saw the Zohar as superseding the
Talmuds. According to Gershom Scholem, the
popular movement led by Sabbatai Zevi, whose
followers continued to believe In him even after
his conversion to Islam, should be seen as the
forerunner of Jewish national consciousness and
the political movements of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.
Muslim and Jewish conservatives fought the
rationalist movements, and their heretical
adherents. The new conservatives (comprising both
orthodox and mystical elements) frequently sought
to ban philosophical works (e.g. the prohibition
against reading Maimonides' Guide for the
Perplexed prior to middle age) or even burn them.
In Judaism, these conservative and mystical
movements spawned a return to belief in an
anthropomorphic, active, personal God - beliefs
Maimonides condemned as heresy against the
fundamental principles of the Jewish religion
and true divinity.
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The new kabbalistic mythology of the Zohar, which
relates to Yahweh as a king, who cohabits with
his consort the Shekhinah, and lives with his
son and daughter, is also open to metaphorical
interpretation of course - like any ancient
polytheistic myth of its kind. The influence it exerted
on the majority of readers, however, lay precisely
in the realistic descriptions it provided, reviving
mythological beliefs foreign to the authors and
redactors of the Bible, but common among the
Jewish masses, w h o believed the Canaanite
legends about the lives of the gods and goddesses
they worshipped. (Raphael Patai in Hebrew Goddess
traces the course of these beliefs in ancient Judaism).

The Renaissance and Enlightenment
Accelerate the Secularisation Process in
Judaism as Welt Following Spinoza
The political and cultural ascendancy of conservative
religious forces put an end to the development of
philosophical rationalism in the Muslim world.
Openness toward European classical culture was
supplanted by extreme isolationism against the
influences of the Renaissance, and its achievements
in the fields of literature, philosophy, art and science.
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Centres of Jewish cultural creativity developed in
areas under Christian influence, in which a
majority of the Jewish People came to reside.
Following their expulsion from the Christian
kingdoms of the Iberian Peninsula, the Jews of
Spain and Portugal established new Jewish
communities In western and southern Europe.
Many members of these communities were highly
educated, and fluent in both Latin and the vernaculars
of the countries in which they resided. Western
and southern European Jewry grew increasingly
open to the influences of the Renaissance and the
creative works of the Age of Enlightenment. The
cultural and spiritual revolution brought about by
the European Renaissance shifted the cultural
centre of gravity from religion and theology
to humanism - focusing on man, his image and
intellect, as well as the needs and passions of
the body and the spirit, which were to become
central themes in literature, art and philosophy.

This revolution brought about a renewed interest
in Epicureanism. Beginning in the sixteenth century,
many educated Europeans and Americans were
introduced to the works of Epicurus and his
followers. A priest, Pierre Gassendi, translated
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Epicurus' extant works from Greek into Latin,
reconciling Epicurus' atomistic approach with his
own Catholic faith, by claiming that it Is God who
created the atoms, and governs their combination
and disintegration. Seventeenth and eighteenth
century European philosophy focused once again
on the human purpose of ethical and social
behaviour, increasingly ignoring God's will, as
expressed by his representatives, the clerics. This
humanistic, anthropocentric tendency conflicted
with the conservative religious approach that
placed God in the centre, and saw man's ultimate
purpose in the fulfilment of God's will - as interpreted
by religious leaders.
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
humanistic and epicurean ideas were propagated
by Europe's new social and national movements.
Socialist parties strove to improve the lives of
the masses through social-democratic reform or
revolution. National movements sought independence
from foreign domination and royal houses backed
by the international Church. The desire for freedom
and national independence coincided with the
desire for greater quality of life, among the peoples
represented by these national movements.
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Many were the Epicureans among educated
J e w s - w h o read Latin as well as Hebrew, Aramaic,
and the vernacular oF the land in which they
resided. The multiplicity oF languages absorbed
From childhood in European Jewish culture helped
to develop the intellectual abilities and curiosity
oF young Jews. Humanistic thought, western
and classical philosophy, gained popularity in
intellectual Jewish circles, along with the ideas
promoted by the Christian reFormation movements,
and the ideologies oF the new national movements.
Jewish rebellion against the traditional religious
establishment closely resembled its Christian
counterpart. The translation oF the Bible into the
vernacular, rendering it accessible to anyone who
could read, deprived the religious leadership oF
its authority as the sole interpreter oF Holy Scripture.
Jews who begin to attend the increasing number
oF classical gymnasia and secular universities
throughout Europe were exposed to the literature
and philosophy oF ancient Greece. These influences
Further accelerated the process oF secularisation
in Judaism as well as Christianity, and growing
numbers oF apikorsim were among the creators
oF new - secular - Jewish culture.
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The Distinct Character of Jewish Apikorsim Whose Lives and Education are Influenced
by Jewish National Culture
Spinoza, who was expelled From his Jewish
community For his belieFs, his criticism oF the Bible
and the rabbinical establishment, and his reFusal
to hide these belieFs, was the Modern Era's First
secular Jew. The religious majority continued to
call Jews like Spinoza "apikorsim" - Jews who do
not observe the halakhic precepts, live outside the
Jewish community, and Feel Free to criticise
hallowed tradition and its sacred texts.
In his philosophy, Spinoza combined Epicurean
belieF in a selF-governing world - nature, also
called God - with the humanistic belieF in Freedom
oF thought, autonomy oF the individual, and man's
humanity. Spinoza believed in the essentiality oF
laws to the existence and stability oF all human
society - only in the context oF which can man
attain humanity.
These belieFs led Spinoza to reject the existence
oF a personal God, distinct From the universe;
and hence the divine origin oF the Bible and the
obligation to observe its precepts, and those that
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derive from it in the Oral Law. Spinoza believed
that the halakhic precepts were suited to the needs
of Jewish society at the time of their creation by
Moses and his peers, but have become anachronistic.
When a Jewish state is re-established - Spinoza
asserts, three hundred years before the f a c t it will require new laws, in keeping with the needs
of the Jewish People in its new state.
Spinoza's direct and indirect influence can be
observed to this day in the secular beliefs and
disbeliefs of the secular majority of the Jewish
People; in biblical criticism and the restoration of
the Bible as the basis of Jewish education for most
Jews; in the definition of Jewish national identity
as distinct from religious identity - reflected in
freedom from Halakhah; in attitudes to the Bible
as a human creation - a source of inspiration,
not authority. The number of Jewish apikorsim
rapidly increased over the course of the twentieth
century, to the point that most Jews today, and
the vast majority of Jewish scholars, writers and
artists in every medium, are apikorsim, in the
sense the word has acquired in Hebrew and
other Jewish languages.
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The belieF in man's sovereignty and freedom from
the obligation to observe precepts dictated by
religious leaders is common to Jews and members
of other peoples. The difference lies in the national
cultures in which they are raised and live. Everyone
lives in a specific national culture, in which they
practise their beliefs, unique lifestyles, modes
of expression and creativity: language, symbols,
mores, customs and cultural heritage - often
including the culture's predominant religion,
and the positive or negative attitudes it elicits.
Jewish national culture split into many Jewish
cultures - each influenced by the culture, of the land
in which it developed, while remaining distinct from
the majority culture. Yemenite Jewish culture,
for example, differs from Caucasian, German,
Polish or American Jewish culture. What they share
is a common Jewish historical and cultural heritage,
including adherence to or rebellion against the Jewish
religion, which is a national religion, as opposed
to the international Christian and Muslim faiths.
Jewish apikorsim, influenced by universal humanistic
beliefs, are also influenced by the national culture
in which they live and create. As a result of the
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Jewish diaspora experience, many Jews live in
more than one national culture. They are raised in
Jewish culture, and integrated into the intellectual
and cultural life of their native or adopted land.
The works of Jewish apikorsim - from Spinoza to
Kafka - characteristically address universal issues,
coloured by the founding works of Jewish culture,
or the unique Jewish experience; like Spinoza's
innovative approach to the Bible and the God of
Moses, while ignoring the Oral Law and rabbinical
authority, and living outside the Jewish community
without renouncing his Judaism or converting
to Christianity; or Kafka's treatment of the
metamorphosis emblematic of Jewish life in the West,
the trial Jews face without charge, the castle from
which they are barred even when they believe they
belong nowhere else.

Martin Buber was one of the great non-religious
Jewish thinkers of our time, known in the West
mainly for his philosophy of the l-Thou relationship
as the basis of man's humanity. Buber possessed
all of the characteristics of the Jewish apikoros from his belief in God as the universal Thou
stemmed his rejection of the obligation to observe
the halakhic precepts or obey the rulings of rabbis
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oF any stream, and his denial of divine providence.
As an active participant in Jewish culture, Buber
was one of the most important contributors to
the understanding of Hassidism and its texts,
and to the development of the Zionist ideal in
conjunction with a humanistic and pacifistic
worldview, in the belief that the Zionist dream
could be fulfilled in an atmosphere of peace and
brotherhood with the Palestinian People. His
contribution to European philosophy, and his
promotion of Jewish adult education, alongside
his academic activities and the dozens of books
he wrote, enriching the world of secular Jewish
thought, made Buber a prime example of a Jewish
intellectual whose contribution to Judaism
was all the more significant because of his
apikoros' approach to tradition, and great
appreciation of the cultural, ethical, and historical
heritage on which n o n - r e l i g i o u s Judaism is
based. This was manifest in his scholarship,
interpretations of biblical literature, educational
activities, and efforts on behalf of Zionism and
German Jewry, even under the Nazi regime.
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A-theistic and Epicurean Philosophies
Develop in the Middle oF the First
Millennium BCE
Extant works from the middle of the first millennium
BCE attest to the existence of non-religious beliefs
both in Asia and in Europe. Adherents to such
beliefs ("non-religious" or "a-theistic") do not believe
that they are obligated to obey the commands of
priests or religious leaders, as if they were uttered
by God himself or in accordance with his will. In
most cases, they do not believe in the existence
of a personal God, or in his ability to observe,
influence, change or determine the course of
human life or death.
In the Hellenistic era, non-religious beliefs were
rooted in ancient philosophical traditions that
began to develop in the Greek Islands in the sixth
century BCE. These traditions addressed the origin
and nature of the universe, without recourse to
mythology, and in most cases without ascribing
any role whatsoever to the gods in administering
nature or governing mankind. Thales believed that
water was the source of all creation, Anaximenes
asserted it was air, and Anaximander held that
the origin of all things was the Infinite ( t o a p e i r o n ) .
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Xenophancs of Colphon, who also lived in the
sixth century BCE, saw the universe as the only
absolute entity, and derided any attempt to ascribe
human form to the gods. In most of the national
cultures with which he was familiar, the gods were
shaped by the images ascribed to them in art and
literature, since - Xenophanes believed - they were
created by human beings in their own image. The
Ethiopians portrayed the gods as black men,
while the Thracians saw them as having red hair and
blue eyes. Were the jackasses to have a god,
Xenophanes asserted, it would have the form of a
jackass.
Heraclitus saw the world as an eternal process
of perpetual change; creative and destructive fire
as the source and essence of all that is in the process
of becoming ("I will be that which I will be"?). All
accord, he claims, comprises contrast; forces at
variance with one another that together constitute
functional harmony - like the accord of the bow
and the arrow that act in concert as a result of
the tension between them.
The Sicilian, Empedocles, in the fifth century BCE,
followed the same line of reasoning concluding
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that the world was not created, that nothing
is lost and that nothing is permanent except
change. In his opinion, the figures of the gods Zeus, Hera, Hades and Nestls - are metaphorical
personifications of the basic elements of the
universe: air, earth, fire and water.
The atheism implicit in all of these philosophical
systems resembles the atheism of ancient Buddhism,
that developed in India in the middle of the first
millennium BCE. Its advocates and poets continued
to express their heretical views - monotheistic and
polytheistic beliefs - throughout the Hellenistic
period as well.
Shlomo Biederman, in his book Reshit Habudhism
(The Beginnings of Buddhism), presents the
views of Buddhist philosophers; views "that would,
in western terms, be defined as atheistic ... If the
gods exist at all, their power is limited to fulfilling
wishes in this world. Creation, and changing or
winning release from the order of the universe,
are entirely beyond their capabilities ... It is no
wonder that Buddhism ascribes no importance
to the gods. Prevailing attitudes toward them
range from indifference to contempt" (Biederman,
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pp. 99-100). Biederman cites the work of Nagarjuna,
a poet and central Buddhist philosopher of the
Hellenistic period (second century CE):
"... We know that the gods are false
and have no real existence.

The wise man therefore does not believe in them.
The fate of the world depends
only upon cause and circumstance.
The wise man therefore does
not rely upon the gods.
(ibid. p. 100)

Biederman concludes: "...Buddhism is thus a
philosophy of becoming. It cannot therefore
recognise a personal, eternal and permanent
god. If it does not recognise the existence of a
permanent "I", and personality is no more than
an uninterrupted flow of tendencies and characte
ristics, it cannot possibly posit the existence of
a single god as the creator of the universe, its
guardian and caretaker - whether It is called
Brahma, Vishnu or Shiva" (ibid.).
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At about the same time, Socrates and Protagoras
expressed the opinion that man cannot know
whether the gods exist or not; thereby adopting
an unequivocally agnostic point oF view regarding
the impossibility oF certain knowledge In this
matter, i.e. belief in the gods' existence. The two
philosophers were thus charged with atheism and
sentenced to death. (For "belief means certainty
in the knowledge we possess, and doubt with
regard to our knowledge oF the gods implies inability
to believe in their existence.)
In the Fifth century BCE, Democritus presented
his view oF the world, as consisting oF atoms minute, indivisible particles in constant motion,
that combine to create all Forms oF matter, upon
the disintegration oF which they return to their
Former state, moving within the void, which is the
only thing in the universe beside the atoms. This
approach to the universe is also devoid oF a personal
god, creator and master oF all creation, bearing
closer resemblance to Heraclitus' perpetual stream
oF motion, creation and disintegration oF all matter.
At the heart oF all oF these non-religious belieFs
lies the recognition that the universe Is an
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independent, uncreated reality, without beginning
or end, purpose or governor.
Like other philosophers of the Hellenistic-Roman
period, Epicurus adopted many principles of belief
developed by earlier Greek philosophers. For 700
years, from the third century BCE to the fourth
century CE, Epicurus was one of the most popular
and influential philosophers among the educated
elite, through the various centres of Epicurean
study. His doctrines were embraced by learning
communities, first in the lands of the Macedonian
empires, then in southern Italy, Rome and the
lands of the Roman Empire.
The new and original aspect of Epicurus'
philosophy lay in his definition of pleasure as the
purpose of life, and hence the belief that the object
of moral behaviour is the improvement of
individual life - possible only if the lives of others
and of society as a whole are improved as well,
for all elements of human society are interconnected,
through the process of cultural globalisation
begun with the conquests of Alexander and the
spread of Hellenism throughout the three continents.
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Epicurean scholar Norman W. De Witt terms
Epicurean philosophy "altruistic hedonism". Haim
Cohn stresses the fact that Epicurus cited individual
pleasure - pleasures of the body and the spirit
(which Epicurus viewed as a single entity comprising
diverse forces) - as the object of moral behaviour
and life within human society. Improving life means
increasing, refining and perfecting physical,
spiritual, intellectual and aesthetic and social
pleasures - the greatest of which, according to
Epicurus, is that of friendship.
In modern terms, Epicureanism seeks the
c o n s t a n t i m p r o v e m e n t of quality of life,
regardless of economic circumstances, without
losing sight of the effect, often decisive, of
standard of living upon quality of life.
It was the fact that Epicureanism had ascribed
a goal to morality and a reason for justice - the
sole means by which human society can ensure
the improvement of physical and spiritual life that distinguished it from its forerunners. Epicurus'
moral philosophy w a s based on the natural
philosophy of earlier schools, that had perceived
the universe as s e l f - g o v e r n e d , without the
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intervention oF the gods. This perception of
physical reality afforded man sovereignty and
freedom of choice, based on a non-religious
approach that considered man, and not the gods,
the supreme authority over rules of human conduct
In this s e n s e , E p i c u r e a n p h i l o s o p h y w a s
a-theisic - as it was viewed by the poet and
philosopher tucretius, w h o disseminated
Epicureanism, in his first century BCE poem
De Rerum Natura.

Epicureanism Spread throughout the
Mediterranean Basin in the Hellenistic Period
In the global Hellenistic culture that developed
under the Macedonian, and later the Roman Empire,
scholars and philosophers wandered from country
to country, continent to continent, including
the lands of the "barbarians" - as the Greeks
termed all other peoples. The Hellenistic world
spanned three continents - from India, Persia,
Afghanistan and the Near East to southern Europe,
Spain and North Africa - bringing together diverse
cultures and religions, beliefs and opinions.
It is within the framework of this new universalism
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that agnostic and atheistic philosophies began
to spread, as did the monotheistic religions.
The resulting ideological upheavals in the world
of national cultures undermined the conventions
and belief systems of traditional polytheistic
religious establishments and Jewish monotheistic
religious culture alike.
Norman W. De Witt, In his book Epicurus and
His Philosophy, cites evidence of the widespread
influence of Epicureanism in the Hellenistic and
Roman world, over a period of seven hundred
years-from the third century BCE (Second Temple
Period) to the fourth century CE, when the centralistlc
Christian Church began to gain control over
intellectual life in western culture. In addition to
Epicurus' first centre of learning in his garden in
Athens, there were, in the third century BCE, Epicurean
philosophers active in Egypt (in the days of Ptolemy
I and Philo of Alexandria), Palestine (at the time
of Zeno of Gaza, who eventually came to head
the Epicurean school in Athens, and Philodemus
of Gadara who won fame in Rome), Seleucid Syria
(an Epicurean school was founded at the court of
Antlochus Epiphanes), and in Greece itself (centres
were established in Thessalonica and other cities).
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In Rome, Epicureanism began to gain popularity
in Republican times (first century BCE), when it
was sharply attacked by Cicero, and disseminated
by Lucretius in his great poem De Rerum Natura.
Epicurean ideas are also reflected in many of
Horace's poems. Epicurean philosophy is evident
in the works of the Stoic philosopher Seneca,
who quoted Epicurus frequently; and in those of the
Roman emperor and philosopher Marcus Aurelius.
Despite the many differences between the beliefs
and ideas of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, the
latter were clearly influenced by the former.
Marcus Aurelius, in the second century, attempted
to incorporate both Epicurean and Stoic ideas in
his personal philosophy, which advocated their
application in the life of the individual.

De Witt's book is one of the most comprehensive
books on Epicureanism - its moral philosophy and
the natural philosophy on which it rests. De Witt's
research is based on Epicurus' extant works
(including the sayings discovered in the Vatican
archives in the late nineteenth century), the writings
of Lucretius, citations in the works of his supporters
and opponents in the Roman Empire (e.g. Seneca,
Cicero and Plutarch), and Diogenes Laertius'Lives
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and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers (third century
CE), which includes a lengthy chapter on Epicurus,
and extensive citations from his writings.
In 1884, an inscription, setting forth the basic
tenets of Epicureanism, was discovered in the
Anatolian town of Oinoanda. It was inscribed on
a large wall, by a man named Diogenes, who
explained that "having already reached the sunset
of my life ... I wanted ... to help now those who
are well-constituted.... (and also] generations
to come (for they too belong to us, though they
are still unborn" (tr. M.F. Smith, The Epicurean
Inscription, Bibliopolis, Naples 1992). Diogenes
thus immortalised the words of Epicurus, In the
conviction that an individual or society can improve
its quality of life simply by adopting the principle
that happiness is its ultimate goal, as did the
founders of the United States of America - the only
state in the world to establish the Epicurean principle
of "pursuit of happiness" as a bedrock of all legislation
and public policy. (The inclusion of this idea in the
American Declaration of Independence can be traced
to Thomas Jefferson, who was a declared Epicurean.)
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In the Middle Ages, with the consolidation of
Church control over intellectual life in Europe, the
philosophical schools in Athens were closed, and
the activities of Epicurean schools throughout
the Empire came to a halt. Like other atheistic
philosophers, Epicureans continued to speculate
and write in secret as documented by Georges
Minois, in his Histoire de l'athéisme (Fayard, 1998).
Our knowledge of the many atheistic authors
active in Europe throughout the Middle Ages stems
mainly from the writings of their opponents. Due
to the repressive measures employed by the
Catholic Church, including torture and execution,
most of the original works have been lost. These
were produced within various intellectual circles,
among physicians, scientists seeking explanations
for natural phenomena, scholars employed at
monastery libraries, and the many savants that
flocked to Europe's royal courts and even the Roman
Curia itself.
For centuries - from the fifth to the seventeenth most of Christian Europe was unfamiliar with
the works of Greek philosophy, including those
of Epicureanism and other non-religious beliefs.
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Only at the courts of the Muslim Caliphate, established
by enlightened kings beginning in the eighth
century, following the consolidation of the Muslim
empires, was Greek philosophy (including the
Aristotelian approach based on scientific observation
rather than mythological beliefs) translated,
studied and openly discussed. In this environment,
rationalist philosophical movements began to
develop - flourishing until the beginning of the
second millennium, when conservative elements
gained control over the Muslim world, and imposed
religious studies as the exclusive field of study
at educational institutions.
This brief period of openness and freedom of
thought in Muslim culture saw the rise of various
rationalist streams (like the Mu'tazilah in the eighth
and ninth centuries), and philosophers who
expressed heretical views with regard to the divine
origin of the Quran or the Bible. There were also
Jews among these heretical philosophers, such as
Hiwi al-Balkhl, author of the Two

Hundred

Questions, whom we will discuss further in the
appendix.
Epicureanism was the first Greek doctrine to be
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studied and disseminated concomitantly by Greeks
and "barbarians" alike, in all the capitals of western
culture - gradually spreading toward the east.
Beginning in the 3rd century BCE, Epicurean schools
and philosophical circles were established in Syria
(Antiochia, at the court of Antiochus Epiphanes),
Palestine, Greece (Thessalonica, Corinth), Egypt
(Alexandria), Italy (Naples, Rome), and North
Africa. In this sense, Epicureanism was the first
international, multilingual spiritual movement:
a universal worldview based on a belief in the
independent nature of the universe (similar to that
of Democritus), combined with a new approach to
ethics, geared toward achieving a specific goal:
the improvement of life by increasing pleasure
and happiness through wisdom, patience and
self-restraint, and compliance with a system of
law based on the universal principles of justice.

The Difference between Epicureanism
and the Platonism that Prevailed
at the Schools in Epicurus' Time
The singularity of Epicureanism, and the debate
it aroused in the Hellenistic world, stemmed partly
from its unequivocal opposition to the approach
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and totalitarian conclusions oF Plato, author oF the
greatest and most inFluential work in the history
of western philosophy. The rhetorical and poetical
heights that Plato attained in his work, and its
ability to elicit ideological, emotional and aesthetic
responses in those who read it helped it spread to
educational and academic institutions throughout
the world, from the Hellenistic era to the present.
Epicurus' philosophy is diametrically opposed to
Plato's approach, and the political and ethical
conclusions he drew. Plato, and the Platonists that
followed in his footsteps and dominated most schools
in Greece in the late fourth and early third centuries
BCE, chose the essence of abstract concepts as
the point of departure for their philosophical
inquiries, ascribing reality and existence only to
abstract "forms", represented by concepts and
embodying the characteristics common to the
things that we perceive with our senses, and which
deceive our minds.
Plato's political philosophy is also based on this
principle. His utopia - ideal political state - stems
From a discussion oF the abstract concepts oF society
and ideal public order, and the means by which
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they may be achieved. Plato was the first to develop
a theory advocating the totalitarian state as the
ideal form of government - ruled by philosopherkings, who alone have the ability to realise the correct
ideals. Only philosophers can arrive at the truth,
discovering reality through a purely rational process,
contemplating the meaning of the abstract
forms (ideas) that constitute true reality, which
lies beyond that which is perceived by the senses.
Echoes of Plato's political philosophy, which runs
counter to all forms of democracy, formed the
basis of all totalitarian ideologies, religious and
secular - from the Taliban and the Ayatollahs to
communism, Nazism and all other forms of fascism.
Epicurus and agnostic or atheistic philosophers
of the Hellenistic era who held similar views, had
to contend with Platonism, and with the authorities
that supported the schools at which the Platonic
approach was taught as absolute truth. Epicurus
was hounded at first by the educational authorities
in the city states in which he taught. He was forced
to flee to Mitylene on the island of tesbos, due to
the controversy he aroused by teaching philosophy
opposed to that of Plato.
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In order to free himself from the control of the
city authorities, Epicurus founded (in the early third
century) a school in his private garden, rather than
in a public place. Most lectures and philosophical
discussions were conducted in public, under the
watchful eye of the city-state authorities, who
oversaw all educational activities in public places,
including the gymnasia and the stoae - roofed
colonnades that lined the "agora", or central public
square (which continued to function even when
Athens became a part of the Macedonian Empire,
and ceased being an independent state).
Epicurus and his students carried on the tradition
of non-religious Greek thought, spreading it to all
of the lands of the Mediterranean and Central Asia.
Even in his own lifetime, Epicurus' students were
active in Egypt, the Wear East and southern Italy.
In the first century BCE, Epicureanism began to spread
to Rome and North Africa, becoming - according
to Cicero (who opposed it) - the most influential
doctrine in the centres of Hellenistic scholarship.
Epicurus' approach to the study of nature and man
was influenced by Aristotle. His point of departure
was sensory observation, from which one may
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draw conclusions regarding reality, the forces
that act upon it and the laws by which it is governed.
Based on the cumulative knowledge gained through
observation, and the comparison of various
phenomena, one may draw scientific conclusions
(using the scientific tools available at the time)
regarding the invisible essence of tangible things,
e.g. that all matter consists of atoms, and is both
formed and dissolved by their motion.
This approach, inspired by Aristotle, differs from
that of Plato, which views only abstract forms as true,
stable and unchanging reality. According to Plato,
everything that appears to exist in nature is merely
imagined, all that man sees, and perceives with his
other senses, is but a vague shadow of that which
exists beyond the cave in which we are trapped and
bound, gazing upon its rear wall and failing to see
reality illuminated by the light streaming through
the opening behind us.
Plato believed that through reason, man can
grasp the true ideas that are hidden from the
senses, i.e. the abstract forms in which all things
share: the beautiful man or the beautiful jar
resemble the absolute idea of the beautiful,
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which constitutes a separate existence, since
all things are beautiful because they resemble
what we call beautiful, although we are unable
to define it.
Through the senses we grasp only the parts
but not the whole. Every thing and phenomenon
within physical reality that is unique, accidental
and temporary, is at the same time a part of various
ideas. That is why reality appears to be chaotic
and unpredictable, and thus wholly unsuited
to serve as the basis for determining policy.
Plato believed that through philosophical discussion
and reason one can also discover the idea of
justice itself, or the idea of honesty itself. Since
we are aware of forms of behaviour that we call
"just", we mean that they resemble the idea of
justice, that alone truly exists.
According to this Platonic approach, only one who
is capable of recognising the idea of justice is
capable of governing the state and society in
keeping with the only true reality-i.e. ideal reality.
Thus, only philosophers have the ability to act as
professional rulers - "people who know how to

I

111

rule" - just as ship captains are people who know
how to guide ships and manage the crews that
serve aboard them, ensuring that they reach their
destinations. The professional leader, of a ship or
a state, knows the reality in which he acts, better
than anyone else, and it would be absurd to allow
democracy to appoint leaders and rulers who are
not professionals in the field of statecraft who
do not know true reality, and therefore lack the
standards by which to judge their own actions
and those of others - just as it would be absurd
to place a ship in the charge of a man who is not
a professional in the field of navigation and
maritime command, fully acquainted with the reality
in which the ship is to sail, and the art of controlling
its officers and sailors.
Unlike Plato, who saw philosophical discussion as
a means of applying the conclusions of pure reason
regarding the essence of concepts, Epicurus saw
such discussion as the rational elaboration of
phenomena within the realm of physical and human
reality. The observation of physical reality is thus
the basis and starting point of all inquiry, and logical
deduction leads to conclusions regarding the nature
of reality (including that which is Invisible - such as
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atomic reality), and these findings in turn serve as
the basis for ethical consideration and conclusions:
In the absence of a god who governs the world
and mankind, responsibility lies with the individual,
who is bound by free choice and a commitment
to the principles of justice that make social life
possible and enable one to attain the ultimate
goal - the improvement of life and intensification
of its pleasures.
Critical evaluation of personal and s o c i a l
behaviour, guided by moral values (the standard
for evaluation and preference according to the
principles of justice) in order to improve the lives
of people who aspire to happiness.
Every person is free to choose her/his path in life,
as long as s/he does not harm others or the
society in which s/he lives.
Society and its government must ensure the
personal safety, human rights, liberty and autonomy,
equal opportunity and human dignity of each
individual member.
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I.F. Stone, in his book The Trial of Socrates, relates
to the irreconcilable difference between the
Platonic approach to political philosophy, and that
of the democratic society which combines
economic freedom with the demands of the
welfare state, in keeping with the above ethical
principles. Leaders of all totalitarian regimes,
religious and secular, have believed, like Plato,
in an Ideal essential reality beyond physical
reality. Religious and secular totalitarian regimes
that have deployed their inquisitions and other
mechanisms of torture and surveillance, as well
as prison and extermination camps, have all been
guided by the belief that the ruler, and only the
ruler, can know the right path to the realisation
of the right and true ideal.

Leaders of totalitarian regimes believe, like Plato,
that most people are fit to be led, not to lead.
Totalitarian leaders are self-appointed, because
only they possess the wisdom, or the inspiration
or the divine sanction, to appoint leaders and
distinguish between the leaders and the led.
Contrary to totalitarian regimes, that eventually
collapse as a result of the cumulative damage they
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inflict upon society and its individual members,
democratic societies have proven themselves more
efficient in attaining all of the goals that most
people seek, as expressed by Epicurus: to improve
their lives, and raise their standard and quality.

Commitment to the Principles of Justice
and Moral Values that Stem from
the Epicurean Belief that Man's
Ultimate Goal is the Improvement
of Life and the Multiplication and
Refinement of its Pleasures
Contrary to the Platonic ideal of a totalitarian society
of all individuals, Epicurean philosophy advocates
greater freedom and choice for the individual who
strives to better his/her life and those of others in
her/his community, for the benefit of all. In observing
physical reality - in nature and in human society Epicurus discovered that many animal groups have
laws governing relations between individuals, so
that society is perpetuated, while its individual
members may strive to fulfil their needs and desires.
We can thus define our ideals - the principles of
justice and moral values that serve as a standard
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for evaluating human behaviour - based on such
observations of reality.
The Epicurean approach to reality relies on the
senses, considers visible phenomena one of the
many facets of reality, and perceives invisible reality
through reason and empirical experimentation.
Guided by these premises Epicureans sought ways
of improving the quality of life. Contrary to
totalitarian revolutions that seek to found an ideal
society, secular reform and social-democratic
movements in western Europe have been guided
by the above Epicurean premises, gradually improving
people's lives, aspiring to equal opportunity, equality
before the law, civil and human rights for all, gradually
improving the standard of living of most of the
population, and improving the quality of life.
None of the western European societies, shaped by
gradual and pragmatic reform, is an ideal society including the democratic societies of Scandinavia,
that raise the standard of living and quality of
life in their respective countries, while preventing
uncontrolled population growth and ensuring
maximum application of the principle of equality
between the sexes.
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Such societies, that recognise the fact that they are
not ideal and are not bound to uphold tradition,
constantly aspire - with reasonable chances of
success - to policies of reform for the improvement
of life, and the greater happiness of their populations.
This idea is expressed in the American Declaration
of Independence, the only such document to
include the Epicurean principle of the pursuit of
happiness as a basis for policy.

In the Late Middle Ages, Renaissance and
Age oF Enlightenment - Man, His Pleasures
and His Happiness Are Once Again the
Ultimate Goal oF Morality
Epicurean ideas began to re-appear in European
philosophy and culture, including Judaism, with the
emergence of new ideas regarding the centrality
of man, in Renaissance and Enlightenment art
and literature.
The "Middle Ages" began in Europe at the close of
the Hellenistic period and the relative freedom it
had afforded to the expression of heretical, n o n religious and anti-establishment views, focusing
on the good of man rather than the appeasement
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of God. The collapse of the Roman Empire, and the
rise to power of the Christian spiritual empire,
accelerated processes of repression of freedom of
thought and expression, as the Catholic Church
and its sophisticated hierarchical organisation
(modelled on that of the Roman Empire) began to
consolidate its control over public spiritual and
cultural life in all the lands over which it held sway.
Throughout the Middle Ages, all expressions of
a-theistic philosophy were forced underground.
Atheistic writers hid works from the temporal
authorities who collaborated with the Church,
creating an archetype of the modern totalitarian
state, including the Inquisition and its spies, torture
and execution of any suspected of harbouring
beliefs other than those advocated by the religious
rulers. (The burning at the stake of Giordano Bruno
in the Campo de' Fiori in the centre of Rome was
emblematic of the moral and spiritual degeneracy
of religion when it becomes a ruling totalitarian
power.) Through these methods, rulers and their
"spiritual" guides, members of the religious
establishment managed to suppress most public
expressions of free belief, thought and scholarship.
The totalitarian repression of freedom of thought
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and expression resulted in the stagnation and even
regression of civilisation - economic, technological
and scientific. For the majority of the populations
of Europe's national societies, cultural, intellectual
and artistic regression also followed.
As noted, non-religious thought and creative work
continued in secret (the works of Galileo, under
perpetual house arrest were smuggled out of Italy).
Some of these works can be garnered from the
writings of their official critics and opponents, who
quoted extensively from them, in order to point
out the severity of their heresies against the true
faith, and perhaps to inform the public of their
views. Georges Minois, in Histoire de l'athéisme,
cites many examples of the spiritual efforts of
mediaeval authors who were influenced by the
atheistic trends that prevailed in Hellenistic-Roman
times, but were persecuted and murdered, and
their works destroyed or lost.
In the days of the Renaissance and the Reformation
in western Europe, the Church's absolute control
over education and the centres of intellectual and
artistic activity began to collapse. In light of this
development and facilitated by the rediscovery of
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Greek and Latin philosophy and literature oF the
Classical and Hellenistic periods, all western
societies underwent a process oF secularisation beginning in the eighteenth century and reaching
its height in the twentieth century.
In the seventeenth century, Following a hiatus
oF 1,300 years, the ideas of Epicurus began once
again to inFluence western thinkers. European
intellectual circles began to study the works oF
Epicurus, Lucretius and Marcus Aurelius, and
European philosophy again began to Focus on
human suFFering and possible happiness, and the
sole existence oF this world. Among the works of
the Hellenistic-Roman era that were re-discovered
were those of Epicurus and philosophers influenced
by him, including Greek works that had been
translated into Latin, like those oF Epicurus translated by the seventeenth-century priest
Gassendi, who saw no contradiction between
Epicurus' atomism and his own belief that God
created the world - including the atoms and the
processes of their combination and disintegration.

These processes brought about drastic change
in European Judaism, which in the Middle Ages
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already boasted an educated elite (who read and
wrote Latin) within the sphere oF Muslim spiritual
influence, and which, in Renaissance Italy and
Spain, began to acquire general education - Greek
philosophy (in translation), and Latin literature
and philosophy.
In Christian Spain, most Jews converted to Christianity,
and received their education at Catholic and Jesuit
schools. Many educated Jews therefore knew
Latin, and were familiar with the literature and
philosophy in that language. In the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries some Jewish Christian
families (like those of Uriel Da Costa and Baruch
Spinoza) left Spain and Portugal for northwestern
Europe, where they returned to Judaism, but
continued to provide their children with the general
and classical education common in the Christian
world of the Renaissance.
In western Europe, the number of non-religious
works increased. Such works had a profound
influence on the entire intellectual elite. Exposure
to the classics as well as the works of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries - like those of Descartes,
Montaigne, Cervantes, Rabelais, Shakespeare,
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Moliere and the Lutheran, Anglican and Calvinist
reformations - prepared the ground for the
eighteenth century dawning of the Age of
Enlightenment. The disputes between the various
religious streams, and between the religious streams
and those who believed in a scientific and rational
approach to the world and to man, compelled
European philosophers and writers, including Jews,
to independent and non-religious thought.
Ever since the seventeenth century, the rational
philosophy that has undermined the foundations
of religious faith - Jewish and Christian alike has been influenced by the works of Spinoza (some
of which was published posthumously). Education
was to become the single most important factor
in the rebirth of Jewish apikorsut and Spinoza
himself was denounced by Jewish Orthodoxy as
the greatest of the apikorsim endangering the
pillars of traditional faith in the Holy Scriptures
and their divine origin, commitment to observance
of the halakhic precepts and the authority of the
rabbis and the religious Jewish community.
Norman De Witt discusses the extent of Epicurus'
renewed influence in the seventeenth century and
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the Age of Enlightenment apparent in the works
of Montaigne, Moliere, John Locke (An Essay
Concerning Human Understanding based on
sensation), David Hume, and later philosophers,
like Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, who
judged all ideas and human actions by their utility.
Thomas Jefferson, a self-declared Epicurean,
believed, like Epicurus, in minimal government
(sufficient to guarantee the security of its citizens),
and included the essence of Epicureanism in the
American Declaration of Independence: the pursuit
of happiness as the ultimate goal of life, and thus
of moral and political behaviour (De Witt, p.356).
Montaigne's essays include many passages that
are merely paraphrases of Epicurean ideas, as in
the essay "That to Study Philosophy is to Learn
to Die", for example. Montaigne's influence on
Moliere further strengthened the currency of these
ideas in broad circles, without citing their source.
In The Miser, Moliere employs satirical comedy
to deliver Epicurus' admonition against unbridled
addiction, advocating a sense of proportion in
satisfying one's passions.
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Prevailing Epicurean Ideas in the Age
of Enlightenment Pursuit of Happiness,
Unity of Body and Sou(, Existence of
a Single World, Motion of Particles in Matter
The Epicurean principle that the pursuit of happiness
is not only natural but a worthy goal and guide
for moral conduct re-emerged in the seventeenth
century, becoming one of the central tenets of
non-religious belief in the eighteenth century
Age of Enlightenment. Many prevailing beliefs of
that period are indistinguishable from those
expressed in Epicurus' own works and in the
statements attributed to him by Lucretius and
Diogenes Laertius - often using the very same words.
Michael Harsegor, in his book Idan Ha'orot (The
Age of Lights), cites the prevailing notion at the
time (the eighteenth century) that "the very idea
of the pursuit of happiness is so un-Catholic, so
un-Christian, and in fact altogether un-religious".
Even before its return to vogue, in the writings of
eighteenth and nineteenth century philosophers,
many believed in happiness and pleasure as a
legitimate goal of human behaviour. Religious
believers however, labelled such people "libertines",
from the word libertas - freedom (Harsegor, p.20).
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Ignoring its Epicurean source, Harsegor writes:
"happiness was a new idea in Europe, because
happiness had, until then, been considered an
affront to God, a provocation against the Church,
convention and tradition. From the early eighteenth
century on, the educated classes are no longer
ashamed to be happy. They are not ashamed
to pursue pleasure and luxury" (Ibid. p.16).
The pursuit of happiness and friendship is an
Epicurean idea, popularised in the Modern Era,
beginning in the Age of Enlightenment, but common
among the educated classes as early as the
Renaissance. The pursuit of happiness stood in
sharp contrast to the goal of religious morality the appeasement of God, and observance of his
emissaries' precepts. Harsegor remarks: "The
Renaissance idea is: I am my own masterpiece and
I must build my own happiness so as to serve as
an example to others, that they too might be happy
... Friendship is henceforth perceived as a kind of
elixir of eternal youth, one no longer drinks crude,
intoxicating ale ... only coffee, tea and chocolate,
while discussing affairs of state, morality and art.
There is a spirit of gaiety and heresy in the air,
and everything is judged by reason" (ibid. p.19).
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Pleasure, which Epicurus believed to be the key
to happiness - iF approached with temperance
and selF-restraint thereby ensuring its continuity
and avoiding its ills - is once again a Favourite
topic oF discussion in the salons oF Paris, in the
eighteenth century. Many believed that one should
"apply the principles oF mathematics and engineering
to the human body and soul, harnessing psychology,
physiology and scholarship in general to increase
the pleasure that man may derive From his Fleeting
liFe" (ibid. p.38).
Deism, which also echoes Epicureanism, begins to
spread in the late seventeenth century. Like Epicurus,
the deists believe in the existence oF a deity, but
one with no connection to, or inFluence upon,
physical reality, which is governed by the laws
oF nature; or upon humanity, which is neither
required to, nor capable oF doing anything For the
gods. Thus, neither mankind nor individual man
are governed by the gods; and since the gods lack
nothing there is no need or point to observing the
precepts oF religion as Formulated by its leaders, no
reason For prayer or ritual, or church or any religious
establishment that requires them.
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Spinoza's influence on the changes that belief
in God underwent - from belief in a personal
God, to divinity as a concept synonymous with
the universe - is evident in eighteenth and nineteenth
century culture and philosophy (as Yirmiyahu
Yovel demonstrates in his book Spinoza Vekofrim
Aherim - Spinoza and Other Heretics). In the western
world, belief began to spread in man's sovereignty
and free choice, from which stemmed the
rejection of submission to a personal God or his
representatives. Spinoza, who also based his
theories on observation of the physical world,
concluded that nothing exists beyond nature and
the infinite universe, and that God can therefore
only exist to the extent that he is synonymous with
them. This pantheistic belief in the synonymity of
nature and divinity thus supplanted belief in God
as a personal entity, and was influenced, inter alia,
by the belief expressed in Maimonides' Guide for
the Perplexed (five hundred years before Spinoza),
that no image, personality, will, commanding mouth
or punishing arm, nor any positive trait whatsoever,
can be ascribed to God.

Deism (as espoused by Voltaire), the rationalism
that characterised the Encyclopedists' approach
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to cultural and religious criticism, and Spinoza's
influence, all accelerated the process of secularisation
in Europe and America. The point of departure for
all inquiry and discussion of rules of human conduct
and the moral values by which they are determined,
was associated with the scientific observation of
physical and biological reality. Research methods
based on evidence, experimentation, proof and
refutability, were aided by the discovery of new
tools (e.g. the telescope, invented by Galileo in
the seventeenth century, and the microscope,
invented in the eighteenth century).
Belief in the unity of the body and the soul, which
was one of the tenets of Epicureanism (and from
which stemmed his rejection of life after death),
based on scientific inquiry, spread throughout
the western world in the eighteenth century.
Harsegor quotes French military surgeon La
Mettrie, who asserted that the soul is merely the
sum total of cerebral and neural activity. In his
book, Homme machine, La Mettrie also expresses
the belief that "the purpose of life is the attainment
of pleasure, not only physical, but spiritual as well;
and it is only due to social injustice that a part of
mankind fails to enjoy the pleasures, without which
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happiness is impossible". Religion, based on the
false belief in the existence of a separate soul,
encourages asceticism and threatens torment
after death. Since La Mettrie is convinced that
"there is no possibility of life after death", he argues
that "only atheism can ensure the realisation of
such happiness, because religion prevents the
attainment of pleasure ..." (ibid. p.78). By 1750,
La Mettrie's book had already been translated
into English, and is one of the many expressions
of the prevailing belief in the Modern Era - as in
the time of the biblical authors and of Epicurus in the sole existence of this world and this life.
Democritus' atomistic views, adopted by Epicurus,
also gained wide acceptance in western intellectual
circles. Diderot, in his book On the Interpretation
of Nature, suggests a theory of the molecular
structure of matter, "which moves and develops
within itself, thereby rendering it unnecessary
to explain life by resorting to an external factor"
(ibid. p.98).
A century later, Karl Marx wrote his doctoral thesis
on Epicureanism, seeing it as an ancient element
of his own world view.
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Epicurean Principles Guide the Actions
oF Individuals in Contemporary Western
Culture; and the Ways in which
they Approach the Contrasts and
Interdependence oF the Free-Market
Economy and the Welfare State
With the advancement of the secularisation process,
and the proliferation of democratic views in
western culture, a growing number of expressions
of Epicurean beliefs can be observed in contemporary
life and thought The relevance of Epicurean principles,
expressed anonymously in the prevailing beliefs of
our time, has been addressed in scholarly articles
and at academic conferences dedicated to the
subject (see Epicurus: His Continuing Influence and
Contemporary Relevance, Dane R. Gordon and
David B. Suits eds., 2003).
Epicurus' deism, which postulated the existence of
the gods as completely detached from physical
and human reality, was termed atheism by
Lucretius. Since Voltaire's day, this approach has
taken hold within the spiritual world of those who
believe in scientific evidence of physical reality as
governed by natural laws, unpredictable chaotic
phenomena notwithstanding; a reality uncreated
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and ungoverned by the design of an intelligent
personal creator.
The physical and human world's lack of external
stewardship lays full responsibility for the lives
of individuals and society as a whole upon human
beings - sovereign, free to act as they wish (except
in those things that do not depend on their wills),
in order to achieve the greatest possible happiness
for themselves and others. Such beliefs, however,
demand compliance with the rules of justice
essential for the existence of society, if it is to
ensure the security of its members, enable their
humanisation, and provide them with the greatest
possible choices and chances of achieving happiness.
In the twentiethth century, the hedonistic elements
of Epicureanism gained renewed legitimacy as well
as renewed censure. Consumerism, the culture of
shopping, has been condemned as a collective sin
of the masses in western culture, by those who
perceive it as a form of egotistical hedonism that
has emerged in all of the western democracies, as
they enjoy greater economic prosperity and personal
security, higher life expectancy, a lower birthrate,
and a higher overall level of education.
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This tendency of the masses to focus on material
consumption stems primarily from the decline in
humanistic education; education that cultivates the
need and ability to take spiritual pleasure in the
legacy of ancient culture and the contemporary
culture it has inspired. Consumerism can be a
blessing in a social unit that provides its members
with a humanistic education that introduces
them to the treasures and creative achievements
of the human spirit: in philosophy and its practical
conclusions with regard to social and environmental
action; in art and literature that enrich and give
enjoyment, turning one's gaze from oneself to
the humanity in man. The patterns of consumption
and enjoyment of spiritual goods, among those
who have benefited from a humanistic education,
include the luxuries that contemporary civilisation
affords to the masses in the areas of tourism, food,
body culture, and encounters with the rare and
the sublime in nature.

Humanistic education that confronts man with the
human condition, with the dependence of every
individual upon society as a whole - and not only
one's own national society, community or particular
social class-can extend one's areas of responsibility
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and action to the social sphere, guided by Epicurean
"altruistic hedonism".
The free-market economy and globalisation
process have brought about, in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first century, a sharp and sudden
rise in the standard of living and level of awareness
of life's pleasures and luxuries available to the
educated and new middle classes, in all countries
liberated from the "intelligent design" of totalitarian
or semi-totalitarian governments that purported
to resolve all social and economic problems, generally
resulting in economic stagnation and mass
impoverishment. At the same time, in these countries
(such as India and China), the gap is constantly
growing between the few rich and the many poor
who subsist on a tiny income, without population
control and without the security of the welfare state.
Capitalism driven by hedonism, consumerism and
globalisation is generally not restrained by the
principles of social justice and legislation based
upon them. One of the exceptions to this rule is
the state of affairs in Scandinavia, where there is
no uncontrolled population growth, and where
egalitarian (between men and women) democracy
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has succeeded in implementing policies based on
a Free-market economy and social legislation. In
countries and regions suffering from population
explosion, the suffering of the masses simply
increases, while their "kleptocracies" (as termed
by Saul Bellow), are the main beneficiaries of
financial aid from the world's rich countries.
The desire for maximum pleasure, convenience and
luxury goods drives the free market the world
over. At the same time, however, there is a growing
awareness of the fact that these goals can be
achieved for the majority of mankind only on
condition of drastic restriction of population growth,
contrary to the demands of religious leaders who
continue to encourage uncontrolled reproduction,
specifically in areas stricken by hunger, disease
and desertification.
Limiting population growth, enacting social justice
laws, providing humanistic education for all, are
conditions for dealing with the gap between poverty
and wealth, between the destitution and hunger
of the masses and the rising standard of living
and quality of life of the educated elite in a society
that affords them spiritual and physical pleasure.
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The principles of Epicurean ethics, or "altruistic
hedonism", tend to be neglected by most philosophy
students, since the time devoted to Greek culture
in philosophy departments usually focuses on
pre-Hellenistic philosophers. The philosophy of the
Hellenistic period was shaped by the globalisation
of human culture, that followed the conquests of
Alexander the Great, the cultural encounter
between east and west the establishment of Greek
as the first international language, the development
of Hellenistic academic and cultural centres in Asia,
Africa and Europe. This period saw the weakening
of the city-states, that had hitherto kept a close
watch on teachers and philosophers, persecuting
those who deviated from the ideological or religious
limits established by the regime, which frequently
issued expulsion orders or death sentences - as
in the case of Protagoras (who escaped the Athenian
regime that had sought his death) or Socrates,
sentenced to death by a popular court in democratic
Athens, on the charge of atheism and corrupting
the morals of his students, whom he had taught
to think and question conventions, including belief
in the gods or the roles they fulfil In human lives.
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Contemporary western culture, which is undergoing
a process of secularisation and universalisation,
happens to adopt Epicurean approaches to God,
death, life and the possibility of improving it,
without being aware, in most cases, of the sources
of their secular beliefs, and the obligations that
they entail.

The First Jewish Apikoros - Ninth Century
Freethinker Hiwi al-Balkhi, Influenced
by the Islamic Rationalist Movements
Elisha ben Avuyah was well-known in HellenisticByzantine Judaism as the first Jewish thinker to
reject the obligation to observe Jewish religious
precepts, apparently rejecting its basic tenets of
faith as well. His views and writings have been
lost and only his memory continues to reverberate
in the world of the Oral Law.
The Jewish apikoros Hiwi al-Balkhi exerted
tremendous influence, judging by the detailed
response to his assertions, in Saadiah Gaon's
Beliefs and Opinions. The dissemination of Hiwi's
views, explained by one of Saadiah's students, was
followed by a disconcerting rise in the number of
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Jews who began to doubt the tenets of their religious
faith, as established by both Rabbanite and Karaite
sages. In this sense, Hiwi al-Balkhi was the first
Jewish apikoros whose views have been preserved,
albeit in the writings of his opponents - Saadiah
Gaon, Abraham ibn Ezra and Moses ibn Ezra.
Hiwi lived in ninth century Khorasan (a broad
region to the south of Bukhara), part of the empire
of the enlightened Abbasid Caliphs, who encouraged
the translation of Greek philosophy and Indian
astronomy, and the development of algebra and
sciences in general. The city of Balkh, in which Hiwi
resided, was in the eighth and ninth centuries a
commercial centre on the Silk Road, and a point
of cultural exchange between Jewish, Persian, Arab
and Indian traders.
The essence of Hiwi's claims against prevailing
Jewish religious beliefs, based on reason and
common sense, were to a large extent a reflection
of such encounters. Educated Jews were exposed
to a broad range of Muslim philosophical and
religious schools, at a time of extensive cultural
exchange; a time in which Muslim culture flourished,
thanks to its openness to the cultures and views
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of the Hellenistic era. Within Islam itself, there
arose rationalist streams such as the Mu'tazilah,
and ascetic and mystical streams like the Sufi, as
well as closed, conservative schools of thought.
Moshe Gil's book, Hivi Habalkhi, deals with the
thought of this Jewish apikoros, in the context of
the Muslim intellectual world of his time, and its
widely-held opinions and beliefs, some of which
closely resembled those of Hiwi. It is precisely this
approach that makes Gil's book unique; the clear
and concise fashion in which it portrays the Hiwi
phenomenon in light of developments within ninth
century Muslim culture. Extensive excerpts from
Gil's book will follow, inasmuch as the phenomenon
he describes is emblematic of the phenomenon of
apikorsut in general, throughout Jewish history.
Hiwi's book, Two Hundred Questions, was written
around 875 (Saadiah Gaon, in Sefer Hagalui, writes
that it was "published sixty years ago"), probably
In Arabic and in rhyme. Through his "heretical"
questions, Hiwi casts doubt on prevailing beliefs
in both Rabbanite and Karaite Judaism of his time,
regarding the morality of God and the divine
source of the Bible.
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Hiwi's criticism oF the Bible, based on its many
internal contradictions and God's immoral and
inconsistent behaviour, presaged and influenced
the beginnings of biblical criticism, found in the
works of Abraham ibn Ezra and further developed
by Baruch Spinoza. Hiwi's work would appear to
have encouraged many Jews who questioned or
rejected simple belief in the myths described in
the Bible or developed in the Oral Law - such as
those that portray Yahweh as having human form,
creating and controlling nature at will, just in all
his actions and all he does to man, overseeing the
life of every Jew, ascertaining whether s/he has
observed the precepts of the rabbis who purport
to speak in his name.
The substance of Hiwi's claims can be gathered
from the refutations of Saadlah Gaon (in Beliefs
and Principles and a polemical work in rhyme
discovered in the Cairo Genizah), Abraham Ibn Ezra,
and the sharp criticism of Karaite scholars, such as
al-Basir and Salmon ben Yeruham. These Jewish
sages felt the need to refute Hiwi's assertions,
due to the increasing number of apikorsim In
their communities.
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Saadiah Gaon's eFForts in refuting some oF Hiwi's
claims are explained by one oF his students, as
Follows: "We had not seen him (Saadiah Gaon)
dispute with those who attack the Mishnah, until
we saw him disputing with those who attack
Scripture, For he Found that Hiwi had written a
book containing two hundred questions attacking
God and his Torah ... And they (the questions)
had existed For many years without anyone
responding to them, and they caused many to lose
their Faith, until our master was zealous For God
and His Torah and wrote a book oF answers to
Hiwi ...(״Gil,p.35).
In Jewish religious culture oF the late First and early
second millennium, Jewish scholars lent great
importance to the words oF Hiwi, and the dangers
posed by rational criticism to belieF in the absolute
truth oF Scripture - the Bible and the Qur'an.
Even the criticism and rationalist thought oF
religious philosophers such as Saadiah Gaon
and Maimonides', awakened doubt in the minds
oF many; doubt that went beyond the speciFic
topics addressed by the philosophers. Such
sceptics were unsatisFied by the responses the
religious philosophers oFFered to resolve apparent
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contradictions in the Bible; e.g. the contradiction
between God's human image in Genesis (in the
creation stories, in the story of God partaking of
a meal in Abraham's tent, in Jacob's struggle
with the God he saw face to face at Peniel), and
Maimonides' conviction that one who believes
in the corporeality and human image of God is
a heretic, deserving all of the punishments meted
out to those who deny God's existence.
Educated A r a b i c - s p e a k i n g Jews, scattered
throughout the Muslim domains and spheres of
influence - from Bukhara and Persia to Iraq and
the lands of the Middle East, North Africa and
Spain - lived simultaneously in both Jewish and
Arab culture, influenced by and exerting an influence
upon writers and trends that developed in these
cultures. Arab culture, as early as the eighth century,
saw the emergence of diverse schools of thought
some of which took an extremely critical view of the
tenets of traditional monotheistic faith. In this climate,
there were many Jewish intellectuals who raised
questions, like those of Hiwi, against the prevailing
beliefs of both Rabbinate and Karaite Judaism.
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Among the numerous adherents - willing or
unwilling - of Islam, in the Arab Empire centred
in Baghdad, were many who expressed stiff
opposition to the observance of certain religious
precepts that Islamic leaders sought to impose
upon them. Among the Persian nobility, which
had embraced the Islamic faith, there were those
who opposed circumcision, which they believed
to be an "unwholesome practice".
Professor Gil describes the intellectual climate
in the Abbasid Caliphate, particularly as it was
affected by the rationalist movement and its
extreme proponents, i.e. the Mu'tazilah. The Mu'tazilah
criticised the attributes ascribed to God in myth
and in the consensus of simple believers. According
to prevailing beliefs in the rationalist movement,
divinity is compelled to act in a given fashion in a
universe governed by fixed natural laws. From this
stemmed belief in man's freedom of choice, and
moral obligation to adhere to the principles of justice.
The father of the Mu'tazilah, Hasan al-Basrl, died
in Basra - seat of Muslim rule in the area - in 728.
His student, Wasil ibn Ata, would appear to have
been the founder of the movement, and the
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first to reject God's attributes (the possibility
of ascribing attributes to God), and espouse the
doctrine of free will.
Caliph al-Ma'mun, an adherent of the Mu'tazilah,
founded the "Bayt al-Hikmah" (House of Wisdom),
dedicated to the promotion of philosophy and
research, based on Arabic translations of works
written in other languages, including those of
classical Greek philosophy. The openness of the
cultural policies adopted by the Caliphate in this
period is exemplified by the encouragement given
to the sciences and mathematics, e.g. al-Fazari's
translation of the Siddhanta (Indian book of
astronomy), and the secrets of algebra unlocked
by al-Khwarazmi.
In the late ninth century (874), Hamdan Qarmat
founded a revolutionary movement in southern
Iraq and Persia - an egalitarian movement that
rejected the basic tenets of Islam, espousing
brotherhood and happiness attainable in this
world and not in Paradise (echoes of Epicurean
tendencies common in the Hellenistic world and
the Roman Empire - Y.M.).
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Scepticism, rationalism, criticism of the Quran, and
a broad range of conflicting opinions created an
atmosphere of intellectual ferment in the cultural
centres of the Abbassid Caliphate, including its
Jewish centres. It is in this spiritual climate that
the critical and rationalist philosophers began to
influence and convince various intellectual circles.
The rationalist ferment in Muslim philosophy is
reflected, inter alia, in the extreme views of the
Sufi (literally "man of wool", member of the Islamic
ascetic cult) al-Junayd, who saw in the clashes
between extreme views the promise of future
concord and the discovery of truth. He said: "a man
has not achieved the level of truth until a thousand
of his friends have declared him a heretic".
In Basra, al-Jahiz (d. 845), a student of an-Nazzam,
also believed that the beginning of wisdom lay
not in the fear of God, but in doubt. Like other Arab
scholars, he was influenced by Aristotle, and
introduced the sciences of zoology and anthropology
to Muslim culture. He said: "fifty doubts are better
than a single certainty".
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In light of these movements and ideas, Moshe
Gil claims, similar critical approaches developed
in Judaism as well - as reflected in the questions
of Hiwi al-Balkhi reconstructed from the many
polemic works written against them.
At odds with these rationalist and sceptic tendencies
were the militant conservative schools that were
to take over the centres of power, undermine
the Abbasid Caliphate, and bring Muslim cultural
development to a standstill in areas under their
sway; groups like the Ash'ariyyah, who were
completely faithful to their code of religious law
and denied the existence of natural laws, in the
belief that an omnipotent God can act at will in
the universe and perform miracles. In the wake of
their victory and seizure of the Caliphate in Baghdad
the Sunni movement gained control over many
Muslim centres.
To this day extremist conservative groups oppose
all attempts at innovation and reform in the Muslim
spiritual world, as in the Jewish spiritual world.
At the end of the struggle, the conservative
movements were successful in their bid to take
over the centres of power and education in the
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Muslim world, putting an end to the activities of
the rationalist movements and openness toward
classical and modern European culture, and making
the Quran and Sharia the main subjects of study
at Muslim educational institutions (like the Talmud
at Jewish Orthodox yeshivot). These measures
brought to a close the multifaceted spiritual and
creative development that had characterised the
Muslim world in the first centuries after the founding
of Islam by Mohammed.
In Judaism, such conservative movements enjoyed
only partial success. In some communities the upper
hand indeed went to those opposed to any form
of rationalist criticism or departure from the principles
of Halakhah, which they established as the exclusive
field of study at educational institutions. In other
communities, however, apikorsim continued to arouse
and encourage critical and rationalist thought.
The late Middle Ages, Renaissance and Age of
Enlightenment saw the rise of movements for religious
reform and protest against traditional religious
conservatism. Religious Judaism thus split into Reform,
messianic, mystic and Orthodox movements alongside the ever-growing Haskalah movement
that eventually gave rise to secular Judaism.
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The Subjects oF Hiwfs Criticism: Biblical
Criticism, the Relationship between God
and the World, God's Corporeality,
Miracles, the Religious Precepts,
Punishment and Reward, the World to Come
Many of the ideas, doubts and questions posed
by apikorsim in ancient Judaism have been raised
again in later times. The tradition of religious
philosophy in Judaism would appear to have
been accompanied - from the days of the creation
of the Oral Law to the present - by a parallel
tradition of rationalist and heretical thought. In
this, Moshe Gil's highlighting of the subjects of
Hiwi's criticism - reiterated in various forms by
Jewish apikorsim from the ninth century to the
present - is of particular interest:

Biblical Criticism
Criticism of the sanctity of books such as the Quran
was voiced by the Mu'tazilites, who claimed that
the Quran should not be seen as a divine work,
but rather as a work of literature. Caliph al-Ma'mun
shared this belief, and applied rational criticism
to religious texts. Hiwi al־Balkhi questioned the
divine origin of the biblical text, citing internal
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contradictions and assertions that run counter to
common sense, such as:
- In Genesis 22:17 it, is written: "I will multiply
thy seed as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand
which is upon the seashore"; while Deuteronomy
7:7 states'. "The Lord did not set his love upon
you, nor choose you, because ye were more in
number than any people; for ye were the fewest
of all peoples".
- 1 Kings 7:14 asserts that Hiram was "the son
of a widow of the tribe of Naphtali"; and in 2
Chronicles 2:13 he is "the son of a woman of
the daughters of Dan".
- In the story of the Akeidah (binding of Isaac),
it is written "and offer him there for a burntoffering" and then "lay not thy hand upon the lad".
If God knew that Abraham was a righteous man,
why did he test him? And how is it possible that
Isaac was willing to be sacrificed?
- Why did God command that sacrifices be brought
in desecration of the Sabbath?
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- Why did God accept Abel's offering but not Cain's?
Why did an omnipotent God not prevent Abel's
murder? Why God let Cain's punishment - to be "a
fugitive and a wanderer" - suffice?
- Why did God deny man the Tree of Life?
- Had Adam not replied to God's call, how would
he have found him? (on which Abraham ibn Ezra
remarked: "may the bones of Hiwi al-Balkhi, who
said had Adam not replied he would not have
been found ... be worn [to nothing]").
- Why does God punish and take revenge against
his creatures? Why did he destroy them in the flood?
What was the sin of the animals who were destroyed
along with the people? Why did God save Noah?
- For what sin did Yahweh consign the Israelites
to slavery in Egypt for four hundred years?
- Why did an omnipotent God fear the builders of
the Tower of Babel?
- Why were Esau's descendants more successful
than Jacob's?
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\
- Why do the descendants of Jacob suffer to
this day?
j

According to Moshe Gil, these specific arguments

j

imply a more general assertion - that the divine

!

force, supposedly omnipotent and just in all its

j

dealings with the universe and man, is no less

^

arbitrary and unjust than all of the forces of

[

nature, that obey certain natural laws, unrelated

|

to justice or morality.

,
I

The Relationship between God and the World

j

The fundamental claim of the Mu'tazilah was that

i

the wujub - incumbency upon God (due to the
laws of the universe), denies God freedom of will
or action. God is therefore bound to act in accordance
with absolute good - believing as they did (like

i

Zoroastrians) in the existence of absolute good

|

and absolute evil.
Saadiah Gaon, known to the Arabs as Sa'id al-Fayyumi
(from the Fayyum region of Egypt which he later fled
due to Karaite persecution), exerted an influence
on moderate Muslim philosophers, through the
compromise he proposed: belief in a rational
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approach, whereby the universe is governed by
natural laws that cannot be subverted, but which
came into force at the time of creation by God,
who does not possess the corporeality of human
form. God thus intervenes In the world only rarely,
in events that run counter to the laws of nature, like
the "commandments of revelation" (commandments
that must be obeyed although the reason for
them is unknown).
The extreme school In the Mu'tazilah reduced
the concept of God to the point of emptying it of
content, like the approach of al-Jubba'i, who denied
the sanctity and validity of the Quran, recognising
only the authority of reason. Al-Jubba'i (d. 915)
was the leader of the Mu'talizites in Basra, who
denied the existence of God, recognising only his
attributes, as a distinct entity in and of themselves.
His son, Abu Hashim (d. 933), proposed a dialectic
compromise: God is both identical and not identical
to his attributes, becoming existing and disappearing
all at once. (I believe the author of the story of
Moses and the burning bush, in which God
presents himself as "eheyeh asher eheyeh" - "I will
be that which I will be", reflects the conception of
God as havayah mithavah umehavah kol mah
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sheyihiyeh - existence becoming and being all that
will be - closely resembling and prefiguring that
of Abu Hashim, and perhaps influencing Maimonides,
who sees divine existence as the supreme wisdom
that is all that is becoming in the world - Y.M.)
Saadiah Gaon referred to Jews like Hiwi, who had
adopted views similar to those of the Mu'tazilah, as:
"people who are called Jews" (like Rabbi Shach, who
called the Chabad movement "the closest religion
to Judaism" - Y.M.). In the polemic work in rhyme,
discovered in the Cairo Genizah, and also attributed
to Saadia Gaon or a close contemporary, such Jewish
apikorsim are termed "the separated of Israel"
(like 'Mu'tazilah'= those who separate themselves).

God's Corporeality
Gil discusses the views of the Mu'tazilah philosophers
who rejected the corporeality of God or any
anthropomorphic approach to him - since God
has no physical attributes, and cannot be perceived
with the senses. This was the opinion of Wasil
ibn Ata, founder of the Mu'tazilah, according
to Abu Ja'far- Imam of the Shi'a in Ibn Ata's time:
"It is like tiny ants who imagine that God has
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two horns, because they themselves are not complete
without them ... so are the attributes that intelligent
creatures (man) ascribe to god".
Hiwi's views were similar to these. He chides
Scripture for straying from the enlightened approach
to God as being entirely devoid of physical form.
The Bible, he argues, ascribes human traits to God,
flying in the face of reason and common sense.
Saadiah Gaon explains biblical anthropomorphisms
as stemming from the Torah's need to use accessible
language, even when discussing the concept of
divinity. He claims that "the Torah employed human
language", i.e. language accessible even to those
incapable of comprehending or believing in a
non-anthropomorphic deity, and what is more, one
entirely lacking positive attributes that can be
conceived in the imagination.
Referring to Hiwi's arguments against the
anthropmorphisation of God, Saadiah writes:
"Perhaps he was puzzled by the story of the
Tabernacle, asking why the Creator would need a
tent and curtain, lights and intoned words, baked
bread and the pleasant odour (of the sacrifices],
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and offerings of fine flour and wine and oil and
fruit and the like...". The Karaite scholar Salmon ben
Yeruham refers to Hiwi's claims, in his commentary
on Ecclesiastes:"Seek not the contrary, to ask why
he commanded us thus and not thus, and why
this commandment was not explained, as did Hiwi
al-Balkhi, may God curse him, who asked: Why does
God require sacrifices if he needs no nourishment?
And why does he require the showbread if he
does not eat? And why does he require the lights
(of the candelabra] if he needs no illumination?"

Miracles
The eleventh-century scholar Moses Ibn Ezra wrote
In his Arugat Habosem that Hiwi believed, like the
Mu'tazilah doctrine of wujub, in the immutability
of the laws that govern nature and God and all
existence, since "it is inconceivable that fire would
be cold or that the heavens would burn".
Saadiah also fought against superstition, and
the Sefer Harazim (Book of Secrets), that served
as a guide to supernatural occurrences. Saadiah
believed, however, that miracles had occurred in
the past, that had strengthened belief in the
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obligation to observe the commandments of
revelation (the reason for which is unknown), as
well as the commandments of reason (the reasons
for which can be explained).
Hiwi completely rejected belief in the supernatural
events recounted In the Bible, like the splitting of
the Red Sea. He sought a reasonable explanation
for the Exodus story - Moses, who was familiar
with the sea, exploited the low tide to pass in
shallow water, while the Egyptian army that was
pursuing the Israelites drowned in the high tide
that followed. Abraham ibn Ezra, in his biblical
commentary, writes as follows: "may the bones of
Hiwi al-Balkhi be worn (to nothing], (for] he said
that Moses knew the shallowness of the water in
its descent, and its depth at its following ascent
and led his people in the water that was shallow
by nature, and Pharaoh did not know the habit
of the sea and therefore drowned, and these are
words of madness ..." (Gil p.61).

And so with the miracle of the manna that fed the
Israelites in the desert. Abraham ibn Ezra: "May
the name Hiwi rot, [for] he said that the manna,
called tarangubin in the Persian tongue, and man
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in the Arabic tongue, and manna in the language
of the foreigners (Latin), posed many difficulties,
first that it does not descend in the Sinai Desert
today... and that it did not descend on the Sabbath,
and that it descended at every place where they
camped, and that it crossed the Jordan with them".
And Saadiah wrote, in Beliefs and Opinions: "And
I see the matter of the sign of the manna as more
wonderful than any other, for the constant is
greater than the short-lived."
Exodus 3 4 : 2 9 - 3 3 reads: "... Moses wist not that
the skin of his face shone while he talked with him.
And when Aaron and all the children of Israel saw
Moses, behold, the skin of his face shone ... And till
Moses had done speaking with them, he put a veil
on his face." Hiwi's interpretation of the verse elicits
the following remarks from Abraham ibn Ezra: "May
the bones of Hiwi the sinner be worn (to nothing}
[for] he said that since he had not eaten, Moses'
face was dry like horn ... and the reason that
they feared was because his face was ugly... and
how has this cursed man not opened his eyes ..."
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Man and his Nature
Progressive ideology in the days oF the Abbasid
Caliphate viewed God as bound by the laws oF
nature, and man as possessing Freedom oF choice.
The Mu'tazilah called themselves "People oF Unity
and Justice", in the belieF that justice is one oF the
two tenets oF genuine Faith. They considered
the sense oF justice a sixth sense with which only
man is endowed - having been endowed with
the wisdom to distinguish between good and evil.
Saadiah Gaon also considered man to be pre
eminent even over the angels, as he wrote in Beliefs
and Opinions 4: "Our God inFormed us through
his prophets that he had given man pre-eminence
over all his creatures ... and we Found this pre
eminence in the wisdom that he gave him and
taught to him ... and I have pondered this and
Found that although his (man's) body is small, his
soul is broader than the heavens and the earth,
For his knowledge encompasses all they contain".
In light oF these things, Hiwi asks why did God not
release man From the evil inclination altogether?
To which Saadiah Gaon replies that this pertains
to the Free will that God gave to man, to test him,
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but having given them laws and statutes he no
longer intervenes in their affairs.
Spinoza too raises the question (Short Treatise
6,8) of why God did not create man so that he
would be incapable of sin. According to Spinoza,
the concepts of sin and commandment appertain
to the view that attributes ultimate purpose to
man's creation rather than discussing its causality.
It is possible, posits Gil, "that Hiwi, in his question
regarding the attribution of intention to God, also
claims that were there a God, and were he to have
intentions, they could not be anything but good,
and that would be in contradiction to the evil
traits of man".

The Obligation to Observe the Precepts
"Circumcision is unwholesome" was a commonly
held opinion among the Persians of Hlwi's day,
including many who had embraced Islam; a claim
that Saadiah Gaon sought to refute.
Saadiah's opposition to sacrificial offerings can
be deduced from his response to Hiwi on the
subject, and stems from his utter rejection of God's
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corporeality. Moshe Gil notes the opposition to
animal sacrifice found in the Prophets, and cites
from the Quran (22.37 - tr. M.H. Shakir): "There
does not reach Allah their flesh nor their blood but
to Him is acceptable the guarding (against evil) on
your part".
(In Guide for the Perplexed (111,32), Maimonides
explains that the custom of sacrifice was adopted
by the Jews, who were used to worshipping other
gods in this fashion, although the commandment
to bring sacrifices is wrong and unnecessary.
According to Maimonides, the God of Israel "in his
cleverness and wisdom", allowed the Jews to
continue the practice of bringing sacrifices for
a number of centuries, because man is incapable
of "going suddenly from one extreme to the other".
That is why the weaning process was so prolonged,
but is now completed and we no longer observe
this unnecessary precept. It thus follows that
some precepts and actions are valid for a time, but
should be seen as anachronistic in other times a heretical conclusion that many have drawn from
the words of Maimonides, although he did not
say so explicitly - (Y.M.)
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Reward and Punishment
and the World to Come
Belief in the World to Come and in the resurrection
of the dead has no basis in Scripture, since these
beliefs developed under Persian influence and
appear only in post-biblical literature. They were,
however, superimposed on the Pharisaic belief
in the ideal world that will be ushered in by the
"Messiah ben David", who will come at the end of
days. (Belief in the exclusive existence of this world
dominates the works of the biblical anthology, and
serves as the basis for the prophets' demand
that justice be done "here and now", for "the dead
shall not praise God", and there is no future world
in which the social wrongs committed in this world
can be undone-Y.M.)
Hiwi's argument against the World to Come and
the rewards and punishments it entails can be
inferred from Saadiah's responses in the rhymed
polemic work discovered in the Cairo Genizah, and
the reaction of Moses ibn Ezra in Arugat Habosem:
"... for there is no place for reward and punishment
since all is perforce ... and this is the view of
heretics such as Hiwi al-Balkhi and Ibn Saqawayh
and their ilk".
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In this matter, too, we can see the influence of
the Mu'tazilite an־l\lazzam, who asserted that
God cannot reward a man except in this world thereby denying the existence of reward and
punishment in the World to Come.

The Power and Impact oF Apikorsut
The Apikoros' belief in the sole existence of this
life has influenced both religious and secular Judaism.
Epicurus' belief in the veracity of the scientific image
of the universe, and his consequent rejection of
life after death, is shared by all Jewish apikorsim agnostics, pantheists, deists and atheists. The
dismissal of the extension of human life beyond
death, and of the possibility of future resurrection,
is common to all who espouse the non-religious
belief in a physical world without a personal,
transcendent God, who governs the world through
self-appointed minions.
Rejection of the extension of life beyond death freed
man from the fear of Hell or Catholic Purgatory - the
part of Hell in which souls are tortured for a thousand
or two thousand years, until the sinner Is "purified"
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and allowed to enter heaven. The terror that filled
the hearts of religious believers was reinforced
with detailed descriptions of physical torment the product of the sadistic imaginations of religious
leaders, who exploited such images to compel
believers to contribute to the Church, its institutions
and dependent clerics, in order to shorten their own
time or that of a loved one, in Purgatory.
Jewish religious leaders have also fostered beliefs
in the torments of hellfire that await all sinners
who do not obey their commandments, and
particularly heretical apikorsim, who challenge
their authority or their fanciful tales of Hell and
life after death.
Liberation from the fears of life after death, Hell
and the torments that await us from the moment
of our deaths to the end of time, is the most
important role that the secularisation process has
played in the spiritual lives of Jews and non-Jews
alike. Freedom from the terror of life after death
has facilitated the dissemination of humanistic
beliefs in the freedom of man to choose her/his
path in life - in Judaism and all national cultures
affected by the process of secularisation. It was
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put succinctly on a bumper sticker I observed
in Rome in 2005: "I believe in life beFore death".
Liberation From superstitions regarding liFe aFter
death - From Satan and demons who await us
beyond liFe and rejoice in the eternal pain they
will inflict upon us - also had a Far-reaching
impact on religion in Jewish culture, and in the
cultures oF Christian peoples in the West. Epicurean
belief, in all its various Forms, in the existence oF
a single MFe and a single world have played an
essential role in the development oF Judaism as
culture, and in the development oF the ReForm
streams within the Jewish religion - as in the case oF
Christian Protestantism.
Belief in the exclusive existence oF this world
would became a leading Factor in the process oF
secularisation in Judaism and European cultures;
a catalyst For the diFFusion oF belief in the unity
of the world (as Spinoza believed), in which there
is no room for a personal God who reigns over
a separate Kingdom of Heaven.
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The Apikoros' Criticism of the Bible
Changed its Image and Role in Judaism
and Jewish Education
The beliefs of apikorsim were a primary factor
in the development of biblical criticism in both
Jewish and Christian culture. As a result of this
criticism and scholarship, free of taboos or religious
prejudice, Jewish attitudes to the Bible and the
many sources upon which its literary works draw,
underwent significant change.
The apikoros' criticism of the Bible and the Talmuds
removed the aura of sanctity they had enjoyed, as
the word of God, enabling Jews to discover the
literary value of the Bible as the founding literature
of the variegated culture of the Jewish People;
the historical information contained in the Bible
and the Talmuds, and other works of ancient
Jewish literature not included in the biblical canon,
but which reflect - like all works of fiction - the
social and spiritual reality of the society in which
they were written.
The apikoros' approach to biblical literature
enabled the rediscovery of the humanistic messages
in some of its works, and the conflicting, anti-
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humanistic messages in others. It led to the
recognition (intimated already in the Mishnah) that
the prevailing belief in the Bible was in the exclusive
existence of this world ("life after death is not
from the Torah") - based on observation of reality,
and on the belief that man comes from the earth
and will return to the earth after his death. This
belief was one of the reasons behind the biblical
prophets' insistence that justice be done here and
now, since there is no other time or life in which
the oppressed and the deprived can be compensated
for the wrongs they have endured.
The apikoros' beliefs brought about a new
approach toward Halakhah. Most Jews no longer
consider the Oral Law and religious precepts of
the past binding. Halakhah, as it appears in the
Talmuds and the Shulhan Arukh, has ceased to
play a role in the personal and cultural lives of
a majority of Jews - most of whom know nothing
of the Oral Law.
This change in consciousness has changed the
content of Jewish education. In secular Jewish
education (and in many religious Jewish schools
as well), the Bible is again the cornerstone of

165

Jewish studies, and only a small part of the
curriculum is devoted to the Oral Law - as one of
the corpuses of literature that have shaped
Judaism over the course of history, alongside
other secular and religious Jewish works, such
as: modern Jewish literature and philosophy in
Hebrew and other languages, ancient Jewish
literature and philosophy written in Greek, Jewish
Christian literature, Jewish literature and philosophy
of the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the
Age of Enlightenment, the Haskalah and the
beginning of the secularisation process.
The Talmud continues to be the mainstay of Jewish
education only in the religious schools of the tiny
Orthodox minority (Haredim and those who aspire
to ultra-orthodoxy), in which the prevailing belief
remains that Halakhah and the Oral Law are the
essence of Judaism, and one must therefore ignore
the remainder of Jewish culture and the general
culture of the society in which one lives.
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The Apikoros' Beliefs and the Revival
of Jewish Historiography have Changed
Judaism's Image from 'Judaism as Religion'
to 'Judaism as Culture'
Jewish historical research was resumed In the
works of historians free from the religious belief
that Jewish history is part of a divine plan, whereby
God chose the Jewish People from among all
the nations, cast them into exile and castigates
them for their sins, in anticipation of the messianic
redemption he will bring at the end of days (the
end of history).
Apikorsim believe that the Jewish People, like all
peoples, is unique: a people of choice rather than
a chosen people, i.e. one whose members have
the right to choose how they wish to live their
lives, on condition that they do not harm others
or the society in which they live.
This belief inspired the view that Judaism is the
national culture of the Jewish People, Including
but not synonymous with its religion. Influenced
by the concept of Judaism as culture, Jewish
historiography - dormant for some two thousand
years, since the days of Josephus Flavius - was
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resumed. Influenced by the process of secularisation,
scholars like Simon Dubnow and Salo Baron
began to rewrite Jewish history, as the history of
a wandering scattered people, that had developed
a network of independent communities linked
to one another, without a central leadership;
developing a national culture that comprises many
different Jewish cultures - the cultures of diverse
ethnic communities and religious streams, and
the secular cultures that have integrated into their
respective cultural environments.
This new historiography focused on the development
of Jewish culture over the course of three thousand
years - employing modern research methods, and
availing itself of research in the fields of archaeology,
philology, comparative literature and religion.
This historiography of apikorsim recast Judaism
as a pluralistic culture throughout its history,
comprising many religions in the biblical period
and many cultures in all subsequent periods. This
image differed greatly from that of Judaism as the
monolithic religion of a people chosen by God, and
set apart from all other peoples.
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The recasting of Judaism - from Judaism as religion
to Judaism as culture comprising secular culture
and various religious streams - was to become a
decisive factor in the Jewish consciousness of
most Jews. Most Jews, in Israel and around the
world, see themselves as members of the Jewish
People, without being religious, without observing
the halakhic precepts or belonging to a religious
Jewish community. The greatest Jewish writers,
artists, scientists and philosophers and statesmen
of the Modern Era - Spinoza, Buber, Einstein, Herzl,
Ben-Gurion, Sholem Aleikhem, Dubnow, Chagall,
Bernstein and thousands of others who have
contributed to the reshaping of Judaism, are to
this day considered " a p i k o r s i m " by religious
believers who recognise Judaism solely as a religion.
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The book Epicurus and A p i k o r s i m describes the influence
o f Epicurus on Judaism. Judaism is the only national culture
which has adopted the name o f this Greek philosopher,
using it as a term designating Jews who believe in freedom
to choose their way o f life, without obligation to obey
religious " M i t z v o t " . Today, most Jews live as " A p i k o r s i m " .
The heresy implicit in the denial o f the existence o f a
personal G o d includes a denial o f belief in life after death.
A p i k o r s i m believe that the purpose o f life, and o f morality,
is found in striving for happiness - the betterment o f human
life whose principles are based on the laws o f universal
justice as phrased by H i l l e l - D o not do unto others what
you w o u l d not have them do unto you.
This book discusses the nature o f Judaism as a culture.
Epicurus' non-religious philosophy spread during the
Hellenistic period to all Mediterranean cultures, including
Judaism. Its effect can be found in the Bible in the books o f
Kohelet/Ecclesiastes and the Book o f Job.
Professor Yaakov M a l k i n (Tel A v i v University) is the
author among others of: What do Secular Jews Believe?;
Secular Judaism - Faith, Values, Spirituality; Judaism
without G o d ? - Judaism as Culture, the Bible as Literature.
He has edited the anthologies: The Culture o f Secular
Judaism - N e w T h i n k i n g in Israel; and Free Judaism and
Religion in Israel. H i s other books deal with Aesthetics,
Rhetoric, Community, and Cinematic Arts. Yaakov M a l k i n
is co-Dean o f the International Institute for Secular
Humanistic Judaism (USA/Israel), and the founder and
academic director o f Meitar, the College o f Judaism as
Culture (Jerusalem).

SBN 978-965-91151-12

MILAN
PRESS
9

Detroit, USA

