Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Routes to Peace
By Dr. Erica Brown

“Its ways are ways of pleasantness, and all its paths are peace.”
Proverbs 3:17

Today, religion for many has sadly become associated with violence and fundamentalism. Instead of the passionate moderation we need to help people find belonging and meaning within faith communities, some people turn away from religion because of their negative associations.

This rejection has also been fueled by a more aggressive atheism of late, with figures like Christopher Hitchens, whose book God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything prompting people to question the role of faith in society. In fact, a recent English bus campaign wallpapered vehicles with “There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.” The church responded with its own campaign. “There’s probably a God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.”


This move away from the ligaments of faith within community has taken on a particular verve in Washington DC, where the English Hitchens currently resides. The Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Washington DC has launched a $75,000 marketing campaign on YouTube and other media with the expression “Looking for Something? Maybe It’s God?” Be on the lookout and you will start noticing this new campaign for Lent.

Perhaps we need to launch our own “billboard” campaign straight from the book of Proverbs: “…all its paths are peace.” Think of it as a spiritual GPS system; it’s the peaceful road to enlightenment.

The chapter that this quote is taken from compares the Torah to many different fonts of wisdom and spiritual insight. Immediately following our verse comparing the Torah to a path of pleasantness and peace, we find a well-known verse comparing Judaism to a tree, with a stable trunk, deep roots and extensive branches. “She is a tree of life to those who lay hold on her, and happy are those who hold to her fast” (3:18). The Torah is regarded as a treasure, “whose value is better than silver and greater than gold” (3:15).

The promotion of peace is such a central value in Judaism that the term “shalom” is also one of the Hebrew names of God. Why is peace so foundational to Judaism? Through a life of Jewish study and prayer, we engage in the discipline of withholding. We don’t say everything that is on our minds; we try to adjust our very thinking to be more charitable and generous with others and with God, and we teach ourselves to forgive. Each of these mechanisms generates peace through minimizing conflict.

Yet minimizing conflict is not sufficient. One can argue that refraining from negative behaviors is only neutralizing. Peace is not only “not doing to one’s neighbor what you would not have done to yourself” in Hillel’s language. It is also the positive and pro-active biblical command to “love one’s neighbor.” In the language of this week’s quote, it is identifying a path of peace and following it. Peace becomes both a compass and a measure of our value system.

This week, for those of you who are in Washington (or would like to come to Washington), we have another path to Jewish life, Routes, a community-wide day of study and Jewish festival of ideas. You can start the day with Jewish yoga, do some text study, politics, kabbalah, Israeli wine-tasting or dancing and learn from some of the great minds in our area and beyond. For information and registration, go to our home page: pjll.org. Get on the road to Jewish personal growth of the mind and spirit. 
Earlier in the same chapter of Proverbs, we read: “Happy is the person who finds wisdom, and the person who gains understanding” If all its ways are wisdom and peace, then the key is finding the right route. Join us.
Shabbat Shalom
