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 !e long history of debating what defines Jews 
and Judaism has o"ered up no shortage of proposals. 
Defining the essence of Judaism and Jewish identity is 
like a game of “Whack-a-Mole.” Every time one good 
answer pops up, it’s replaced by another. After a while 
many a conversation about Judaism and Jewishness start 
sounding a bit like Tevye as he comes to the conclusion 
that he’s right and he’s right and you’re also right.
 !e most inclusive modern take was o"ered in the 
1930s by Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, who denoted the entire 
enterprise of Jewishness a civilization. It was a powerful 
idea, broad and flexible and sociologically sound. Yet it 
did not settle matters. At least not for me.
 Perhaps this is why I was so excited to read the book 
Jews and Words by Amos Oz and Fania Oz-Salzberger, 
where I encountered the most innovative answer since 
Kaplan’s. It is the idea that Jewishness might best be 
understood as a “textline.” (p. 1)
 First a few words about the authors. Amos Oz (1939–
2018) was one of the luminaries of modern Hebrew 
letters. His prodigious output of fiction included the 
masterpieces My Michael, !e Hill of Evil Counsel, and 
the semi-autobiographical A Tale of Love and Darkness. 
Fania Oz-Salzberger is a distinguished historian at 
the University of Haifa School of Law and Center for 
German and European Studies. 

!ese two profoundly secular Jews published Jews 
and Words in 2012, originally in English. Taking the 

description of Jews as “the people of the book” to new 
levels, they proposed that the essence of Judaism and 
Jewishness could be located in our expansive output of 
literature. “Ours is not a bloodline,” they wrote, “but a 
textline.”

!e situation of the Jews is unique in some ways. 
We are an international people. How we look and sound 
and what we value as Jews all di"er depending upon 
where we have found ourselves. Yet somehow, despite 
our wildly varying circumstances, we have managed 
to remain profoundly connected. We share a collective 
cultural story and identity that crosses time and space.
 !at, they argue, is the result of our textline.
 Oz and Oz-Salzberger point out that collective 
memory— the importance of telling a culture’s story— 
is of universal importance. Jews, however, devised 
what the authors call a “peculiarity” when it came to 
transmitting the story:

 [H]ere, quite early in the day, storytelling 
became a text-anchored precept. Teachers 
taught from books. Oral wisdom transformed 
into written codex. From ancient times, fathers 
had access to some script from which to read 
to their sons. !e “generation to generation” 
formula was literally carved in stone, writ on 
papyrus, on calfskin, and later on paper. (p. 24)

 Much has been written about the literacy rates of 
Jews over the centuries. We really do not know just 
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how literate Jewish boys and men were, though given 
what we do know, we can make an educated guess that 
whatever the percentage of lettered men, there were 
fewer women. !e authors acknowledge this:

 Jewish parents did not merely recite the 
stories, the laws, and the fundaments of faith 
in the family circle; they read them. For even 
if they did not own any books, the ritual texts 
they recounted were written in books. A papyrus 
or a parchment was an expensive household 
appliance in late antiquity and in the Middle 
Ages, and we cannot possibly assume that every 
Jewish home, in northern Africa or in Europe, 
could own even one such item. But the synagogue 
held the Torah scroll tucked in the gilded closet 
at the wall facing Jerusalem. And someone in 
the vicinity—the rabbi, the schoolteacher, the 
physician, the rich merchant—must have owned 
at least some of the sacred and rabbinical books. 
So the tomes were within reach, oral reading and 
recitation was the norm, and thus their contents 
could resonate in every Jewish home. 
 Even if no synagogue was to be found within 
many miles, and no rabbis, someone at home 
would have been able to recite crumbs of Torah, 
crucial verses, basic formulations, and the 
skeleton of the Story. Maybe only a chant. !ey 
could still pass on to their progeny a written 
legacy, albeit in oral form. Even when bookless 
or barely literate, Jews were always texted. (p. 27)

 Our written treasures made it possible for us to 
transcend both time and distance. Wherever Jews found 
ourselves in the world we could share our collective 
story through the Bible, the Talmud, and vast collections 
of Midrash and codes and other collections of prayers, 
wisdom, humor, and personal experiences. !ese works 
traveled the globe, reaching Jews who would never meet 
in person. Commentaries and critiques made their 
way with scholars across continents and back. Stories 
traversed the seas with Jewish merchants. Jews even 
collaborated this way. In an age with the slowest routes 
of communication, legalists in Poland penned glosses 
on codes written in Tzfat that were first published in 
Venice. 
 Some would hold that our literature was and remains 
within the domain of the pious. In his review of Jews and 
Words, Conservative rabbi David Wolpe took issue with 
Oz’s and Oz-Salzberger’s idea, claiming that engagement 
with the Jewish literary heritage is empty without God: 

 Some secular intellectuals, and most religious 
Jews, spend a great deal of time studying Jewish 
texts. But the average nonbelieving Jew is rarely 

occupied with the textline of which Oz and Oz-
Salzberger write so lovingly. Cultural traditions 
serve the people for whom they matter. Jewish 
texts, in some way, reflected the will of God; that 
was why people studied them.

 Oz and Oz-Salzberger—who self-identify as 
“atheists of the book”—defend their textline from devout 
exclusivity:

Of course the books were considered 
holy; but turn this around, and you will see a 
people who loved the books so much that they 
consecrated them. So what came first, sanctity 
or scroll? We hold one answer and the faithful 
hold another. But it is also worth noting that 
after the destruction of the Second Temple, only 
books remained sacrosanct, and certain words. 
Nothing else. No temple, no relic, no apostolic 
dynasty. Rabbis are only human. Holy statues and 
pictures are out of the question. Driven far from 
Jerusalem, bereft of Tabernacles and Menorah, 
only the books remained. 
 So when you ran for your life from massacre 
and pogrom, from burning home and synagogue, 
it was children and books you took with you. !e 
books and the children. (p. 39)

 !e notion that our texts do not really matter to 
those who don’t explore them for the will of God is utter 
nonsense. It denies the textline its centrality. It ignores 
the fact that most Jews engage with our literature. Some 
with more depth than others, to be sure, but Judaism 
and Jewishness are nothing without it. 
 Consider Jewish practice. Whether originating in 
folk culture or rabbinical legislation, all of our beloved 
rituals have been dependent upon our literary output 
for their end product. It is the preserve of every value 
we articulate, every custom we embrace, every holiday 
or life cycle ritual that we re-enact. Our most observed 
holiday is Passover, a feast that revolves almost entirely 
around a book. Addressing the role of the Haggadah, Oz 
and Oz-Salzberger note:

 A veritable dinner-table book, it conjoins 
an array of ancient written sources, and also 
the lyrics of songs caught fresh from medieval 
oral tradition. Haggadah means “telling,” in 
direct reference to “Tell your son” [the biblical 
command to observe Passover]. !e spoken 
word had been pinned down and penned into 
book, only to bounce back into oral utterance 
at the Passover table and in every synagogue. 
Fathers and teachers read. Sons and students 
listened, sang, spoke, and memorized. Mothers 
and daughters sat at the family table where 
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literacy was dished out and served. Somehow, we do not 
believe that they were passed over. (p. 25)

 Amos Oz’s idea of the textline is one of his greatest 
contributions to Jewish thought. !at it was articulated in 
tandem with his own child (and in writing!) is in itself a powerful 
statement about how Jews pass on our heritage. 
 Certainly, as long as there are Jews we will continue to argue 
about the “essence” of Judaism and Jewishness. For me, Amos Oz 
and Fania Oz-Salzberger have already settled that debate.
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Jews and Words
Discussion Questions

1. Do you feel as though your sense of Jewish identity has 
been built in part through your engagement with Jewish 
stories and traditions in books?

2. Do you have memories of a parent-to-child, teacher-to-
pupil or rabbi-to-pupil relationship in which Jewish stories 
and traditions were passed along? Are these positive or 
negative memories?

3. With more and more young people doing most of their 
reading through social media, do you think this will 
change the relationship future generations have with 
Jewish texts and traditions? 
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