Chosenness and Judaism
The idea of chosenness, or election, has a long and controversial history among the world’s monotheistic religious traditions.  And because chosenness is so historically rooted, it is not surprising that its meaning has changed over time.  In the contemporary western secular world, it is definitely not PC to talk about being chosen.  In fact, if one doesn’t out right disregard the idea, one seems to end up by doing some form of apologetics for the concept.  

So perhaps before we explore the idea of chosenness in contemporary Judaism, we need to first consider where the idea of chosenness comes from historically.  Judaism is the first of the Abrahamic religions to make use of this idea, but it is not the first religion to use it.  In ancient biblical times, there were many gods, many peoples, and many religions.  In the Ancient Near East, every god chose its land and people, and it wasn’t possible to abandon your national god.  All the religions were basically the same in this way.  The initial understanding of the ancient Israelites was that God had chosen them just as other gods chose other peoples.
  

Over time, the Israelite understanding of God changed.  This change represents the shift to a real monotheism.  God becomes God of the universe as well as God of the Israelite people.  However, this understanding did not change the sense of being chosen that had developed based on a more tribal understanding.  In fact, it may have added qualities to it.  

The Israelite understanding of a universal God was different from other nations, who continued to have tribal notions.  If the idea of a universal God was to survive, the people would have to develop ways to maintain their distinctiveness.  Not only did they have their own national celebrations, but they were also given a day of rest and special dietary rules.  When other ancient near eastern religions died out, only the Israelites remained with a notion of being chosen, but they also kept all the traditions that had been developed to help them survive.  

In the Hebrew Bible, there are a number of different ways that the relationship of chosenness is expressed.
  In some places, it is considered a “unique privilege and benefit” that was freely given to Abraham and his children.  In other places, the Israelites earn their unique relationship through merit.  Finally, in still other places, this relationship entails special responsibilities.  These perspectives seem to conflict with each other, but conflicting understandings abound in the Hebrew Bible, and can be used to explore different aspects of the relationship with God.  Thus it is a privilege and a benefit to have a relationship with God.  However, that does not mean that the relationship is without responsibilities or has not been based on merit.

Even though the element of uniqueness exists in this biblical concept, there are indications that even from its beginnings Israel is not alone in its uniqueness.  Isaiah says, “Blessed be Egypt, my people, Assyria, my handiwork, and Israel my possession (19:42).”  This seems to indicate that other nations also benefit from a relationship with God.  Furthermore, Amos says, “Are not the Israelites like the Cushites to Me?  Says the Lord. ‘Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt, and the Philistines from Caphtor, the Aramaeans from Kir (9:7)?”  Thus though the relationship with Israel is unique, it is not the only unique relationship that God has with nations.

With the development of other monotheistic traditions, the understanding of chosenness begins to take on a more elitist tone.  What began as a theological relationship gets turned into a social truth.
  Hence if one has a relationship with God, then one is a better person.  This happened in Judaism as a reaction against their minority status in a world dominated by other monotheistic religious traditions.    

Rabbinic Judaism, which developed at approximately the same time as Christianity, had to dramatically revise biblical Israelite tradition after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem.  For the survival of its people and traditions, the rabbis insisted that what they developed was continuous with their biblical past, even though it clearly was not.  Chosenness became a consolation that reflected a link to the past as well as a consolation for a diminished position in the present.

However, the sense of being chosen that develops in the rabbinic literature does not deny redemption (or salvation) to those who are not Jews.  Rather the rabbis maintained that anyone who was good could go to heaven and be redeemed in the world to come.
  Goodness was defined in terms of general universal rules, and not by the specific responsibilities entailed in being Jewish.  Thus chosenness for the rabbis may be elitist, but it never excluded the possibility of salvation or a relationship with God to non-Jews.

Philosophically, the concept of chosenness in Judaism developed along two major lines of thought.  The first line of thought made chosenness into the bestowal of special unique qualities.  Judah HaLevi, a 12th century Jewish philosopher provided the precedent for this line of thinking.  The second line of thought made chosenness into the bestowal of obligation.  Moses Maimonides, a 13th century Jewish philosopher provided the precedent for this alternative line of thinking.  Both strands continue to be developed even in the present.

In early modernity, when Jews began to become more a part of western culture, both lines of thought underwent some modification, and incorporated a sense of mission, particularly in the more liberal approaches to Judaism.  The mission was to be a moral model and to act according to the words of Isaiah (42:6) as “a light unto the nations.”  The goal was the accepted enlightenment goal of the age of reason: to generate a world where there would be freedom for all and peace among all.  This messianic vision has since been articulated as tikkun olam, or repair of the world, and is currently only tangentially connected to the concept of chosenness.

Today each major Jewish movement has their own approach to the issue of chosenness.  The most radical move, made by the Reconstructionist movement, was to eliminate the idea altogether.  Mordecai Kaplan, who was the 20th century Jewish philosopher who instituted the movement, understood chosenness as too elitist and therefore too untenable to keep as a part of the tradition.  He went so far as to change some of the prayers.  Thus the traditional prayer that Jews say when they are called to the Torah for a blessing 

Blessed be Thou O Lord our God, King of the Universe who 

has chosen us from among all peoples to give unto us Your 

Torah.  Blessed are You Giver of the Torah.

became

Blessed are You O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who 

has brought us nigh to Thy service and has given us Thy Torah.  

Blessed are You Giver of the Torah.

However, the Orthodox movement at the other end of the spectrum, accepts the idea of chosenness, but views it in a relatively narrow way.  Following in the line of Maimonides, David Novak, an orthodox Jewish philosopher, considers chosenness to be a relationship that God initiated with Jews, in which the Torah is used to tell us how Jewish “chosenness is to be lived.”
  In this way, chosenness is about certain obligations Jews have as part of their covenant.  They are articulated in Jewish halakhah, or law.  Since halakhah represents the specific obligations Jews have to God, it doesn’t negate the possibility that other peoples can be chosen in other ways for other reasons.

The Conservative and Reform movements have similar approaches to each other concerning the concept of chosenness.  Neil Gillman, a major theologian for the Conservative movement, suggests that the idea of chosenness simply means “that God loves Israel, but God may also love many other peoples,..”
  Reuven Firestone, a theologian in the Reform Movement, explores the concept of chosenness in depth, and concludes that each one of the Abrahamic religions has a unique relationship with God.
  Hence chosenness is not about exclusivity, but uniqueness.

These two final approaches are closest to my own position on chosenness.  Chosenness reflects the unique relationship that develops between God and humans.  Each of the participants, both God and human, must agree to care about each other and contribute to the relationship.  Every religious tradition is unique, so that the relationship that develops between God and humans reflects the uniqueness of different religious traditions.  

For this reason, I happen to like the idea of chosenness.  I think everyone likes to think that they have been chosen.  And why not?  We all like to think that we are special.  I happen to think that each and every one of us is special.  I see no reason why that cannot extend to families and communities and nations and religions. 
However, I don’t like some of the things that have been done with the idea.  Chosenness is not a mutually exclusive, either/or category, or what is technically known as a zero sum game.  It is not that I have been chosen, and therefore you have not.  To explain what I mean I would like to tell a story.  It happens to be a true story.
 
There was a family in which the first born was a son with a great deal of artistic talent, and the second born was a daughter with great athletic ability.  Now this is not an easy combination.  In our society, we tend to like athletic boys, and sensitive, artistic girls.  So when one summer early in the children’s lives, the younger daughter learned to ride a bike first, and passed the swim test before her older brother, you can imagine how unhappy the young boy became.  His mother, seeing how upset he was, took him aside and told him that God had given them a very interesting family.  Each person in the family had a different talent, so that each person could benefit from the talent of the other.  He had been given the artistic talent in the family and his sister had been given the athletic skill.  In this way, the family had an opportunity to enjoy many different kinds of things that they would not otherwise have.  Her young son understood what his mother was telling him, and became quite proud of what he could give to his family.         

Such a story illustrates the striking possibilities that can exist in a concept of chosenness.  It is not either/or; rather it is both/and.  Instead of being a mutually exclusive zero sum game, it is actually a mutually inclusive, non-zero sum game.  BOTH the young son AND the young daughter were chosen, but each was chosen to bring a different talent to the family.  The unique characteristics and traits create possibilities for unseen richness, where all benefit because of their distinctive differences.  It does not eliminate the similarities of family and values that are shared, but it provides an added dimension of interest and wonder.  
Just as each child has a special talent, each religious community offers unique insights.  God chooses Jews for different reasons from the reasons that God chooses Christians and Muslims.  Furthermore, it would seem that other religious traditions have been chosen to contribute other insights to the family of humanity even if they are agnostic with respect to God.  Each relationship between God and an individual or group of people is unique and different, and invaluable.  The insights that can be gained from such differences are too important to give up.
Hence, the significance of chosenness is not in its exclusivity, because it doesn’t have to be exclusive.  Rather, its significance is in the interactive dynamic that it generates.  For Judaism, this dynamic means that God chooses to become involved in the lives of humans, and that humans have a choice about whether to respond to the call for justice and transcendent meaning in their lives or not.  You simply can’t have a relationship or learn about the nature of relationship with the transcendent unless you have a concept of chosenness, because you can’t have a relationship unless the participants in the relationship agree to care about each other.  In short, it is the dynamic of a mutual relationship with a personal God that makes chosenness an important concept. 
The implication here is that being in relationship with God is important, and that both participants, God and human, must agree to take part in the relationship.  It is not easy to be in any relationship, because it takes commitment and work, but it is also the most fulfilling experience anyone can have.  This is true when one affirms one’s relationship with God as much as it is with a human being.  
In a world that idolises the individual, the acknowledgement of a relationship with God has even greater significance.  It matters that one takes God into account, and allows that ‘other,’ who is by definition different from one’s self to have an impact on how one acts and what one does.  It creates a level of awareness that demands that one reach outside one’s own ego and care for others.  It does not require perfection on anyone’s part.

In fact the Jewish understanding of how Abraham was chosen by God reflects this understanding that neither Abraham nor God is perfect.  According to some interpreters of the Hebrew Bible, God made two attempts before choosing Abraham to create a relationship with humankind.
  First, God chooses Adam and Eve just by the act of creating them, but the basis for God’s interaction with them is a one-way command not to eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil.  That form of interaction doesn’t work, because they disobey God, and so God has to expel Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden.  

Generations pass, and the world becomes evil.  God decides to start over again.  He chooses Noah to start over with, because he is righteous in his generation.  This time God’s interaction with humans is to be based on a covenant God makes with Noah not to destroy the earth because of human behaviour.  This covenant is unconditional, but reflects a growing understanding of relationship.  Noah doesn’t have to do anything in order for God to keep God’s side of the bargain.  
After many more generations pass, humans attempt to erect the Tower of Babel to reach the heavens.  In some Jewish interpretations, God scatters the people as a punishment for their arrogance.  But in an interpretation based on tradition that comes from the Jews of India, the scattering of people is “a gift and a blessing God gave people…to be different from each other so they could learn from each other.”

If you accept the interpretation that the scattering is a punishment for the Tower of Babel, God has to try a third strategy.  Instead of making a covenant with all humankind, God chooses a single person and his family.  If you accept the interpretation that the scattering is a gift and a blessing, God still has to choose someone who is willing to make the world a better place from among the different groups of people.  God chooses Abraham and his family to model what it is that God wants.  In this case the strategy seems to have been effective.

But Abraham himself is not considered to be perfect.  Nachmanides, a 13th century Jewish rabbi, suggests that Abraham’s behaviour toward Sarah in Egypt and his behaviour towards Hagar as described in the Hebrew Bible are problematic.  However, whatever imperfections may exist in Abraham, he seems to love God and wants justice in the world.  These two characteristics are enough to build a relationship where both God and human can learn and grow from each other, and create the potentiality for a just world.  Thus the motivation to be in relationship with God and to create a just world becomes the basis for an on-going covenant between God and all human beings.  Each participant chooses to be in the relationship.  God chooses, but so, too, do human beings.

Thus even though one is usually born into the Jewish tradition, individuals formally accept responsibility for being a part of the tradition at Bar or Bat Mitzvah age around 13 years old.  Within Judaism this means that Jewish young people becomes responsible for their own moral actions, and the ritual actions that tie them to the Jewish community.  Thus being part of the covenant with God in Judaism means that one takes on certain responsibilities one did not previously have.  In a relationship, chosenness is not just about God choosing a people, but also about people choosing God, and the moral and ritual responsibilities that reflect that choice.  
All relationships reflect the responsibilities that the participants in the relationship have for each other.  When one chooses to be in relationship with God, this responsibility means not only that one cares about one’s responsibilities toward God, but also one’s responsibilities toward all humankind.  In fact the notion of relationship and covenant intrinsic to the notion of chosenness in Judaism mean that Jews become partners with God in making a just world.  God cannot do it by God’s self, nor can humans do it by themselves.  Together God and humans have the possibility of making the world just.

This partnership is a team effort.  Not only do Jews participate in this effort, but all the people of the world must participate, regardless of religious affiliation or even no affiliation at all.  Just as sports teams require different players to have different strengths and play different positions, so too do different religions have different perspectives to offer.  We need to be about the business of creating a just world.  Our differences are not only needed to accomplish the task, our respect for each other’s differences will be a sign that we are coming closer to accomplishing our goal.         
We can’t get to heaven by building a Tower of Babel which requires that we are all alike.  Rather we must embrace our differences so that we can make a place of peace here on earth.  Then God’s presence can come and dwell among us.
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