Is there such a thing as a single 'Judaism'?
As an outsider looking in, without any prior knowledge of specific religions except the names of them and that they exist, we may presume that there is one ‘Judaism’, as much as there may seem to be one ‘Islam’ or one ‘Christianity’, just a unified set of beliefs and practices that has remained consistent. This essay will consider this possibility of an existing ‘Mono-Judaism’. However, it will principally argue the opposing view, that there is certainly more than one form of Judaism. This will involve giving historical evidence that may confirm either perspective, predominantly focusing upon first century Judaism. 
The Roman historian Flavius Josephus states in his book, Antiquities of the Jews, that there is “one and the same common God with all the Hebrew” (Ant. 5 1.27). He is referring to the God of Israel, the God of Abraham, who is revealed in the Sacred text known as the Tanakh (The Hebrew Bible) which consists of the Torah (Teachings), the Nevi`im (Prophets) and the Ketuvim (Writings). Superficially, this shows a religion that is unified in its belief, having the same Deity as well as the same Sacred texts, perhaps something we can name as a single ‘Judaism’. However, whilst the Torah is universally accepted, there has been, and arguably still is, dispute with regards to what should be canonical among some of the books. Although divergences may be found in this area, this essay will be concentrating on belief and rituals, rather than the legitimacy of later writings. 
Let us briefly look at what it would mean to be unified in Judaism. We can start with what a Hebrew (Jew) would deem to be the start of their history, taken from the Bible, the book of Genesis “in the beginning God…” (Gen. 1:1). This very first statement in the Bible, from a Jewish point of view, would be historical fact to be held by all the faithful, that before anything else, there was God, before time, before space, a transcendent being. Evidence perhaps, to back up Flavius’s statement above that this is what unifies the Jewish people. When we research the ‘Unifier’ from a modern-day perspective, it can be quite different. If you asked a Jew, why are you Jewish? He or she, may reply, I was born Jewish, rather than I believe in the God of Abraham or Moses. This can show us that their identity goes beyond that of following a specific faith. Thus, it can be argued that birth into a Jewish family is what unites all Jews. Taken from Nicolas De Lange’s, An Introduction to Judaism, “They practice the Jewish religion because they are Jews, not the other way around”.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Nicholas De Lange, An Introduction to Judaism, 2nd edn (United States: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 1.] 

Whilst we can see an argument for a ‘Single Judaism’, it is important that we go back to the sources used and see what else they contribute to the argument. Flavius mentions specific groups within Israel, all Jewish, yet seemingly different. There are clearly three defined sects within his works: the Pharisees, Sadducees and Essenes (Ant. 13 5.9). There is also mention of what is referred to as `The Fourth Philosophy` (Ant. 18 1.6). Scholars recognise this group to be the Zealots, and these Zealots played a key role at the time of the Second Temple’s destruction (70 CE), along with the siege of Masada (73-74 CE)[footnoteRef:2]. For brevity, this next section will explore the first three mentioned and give some evidence to their existence.  [2:  Eliezer Segal, Introducing Judaism (New York: Routledge, 2009), p. 42.] 




Taken from Flavius’s, Antiquities of the Jews ;
“At this time there were three sects among the Jews, who had different opinions concerning human actions; the one was called the sect of the Pharisees, another the sect of the Sadducees, and the other the sect of the Essens”{sic}(Ant. 13 5.9).
This quote refers to active sects in the early part of the first century, therefore we can be comfortable of its accuracy in history due to Flavius being present at the time. It is important that we show any differences between these groups to answer the question at hand, the next section will discuss these.
The Pharisees had an emphasis on the Law that had been interpreted by Elders, Sages and Rabbis, promoting Temple worship along with very stringent rules and rituals, a lot of which derived from tradition passed on from their forefathers. They would have been the largest group during the early part of the first century. However, not all could or would get involved with this sect, due to its high demand for education, prayer and fasting rules amongst a host of festivals and other Holy days to be observed that were not all taken from the Torah (Law of Moses). Notably, they were well respected by most of the Jewish community in Israel, a claim that Flavius highlights in the following quote:
“…the Pharisees have delivered to the people a great many observances by succession from their fathers, which are not written in the laws of Moses; and for that reason, it is that the Sadducees reject them, and say that we are to esteem those observances to be obligatory which are in the written word, but are not to observe what are derived from the tradition of our forefathers. And concerning these things it is that great disputes and differences have arisen among them, while the Sadducees are able to persuade none but the rich, and have not the populace obsequious to them, but the Pharisees have the multitude on their side.” (Ant. 13 10.6)
As demonstrated above, Flavius indicates a clear separation in practices, showing the Sadducees rejecting inherited tradition that cannot be attributed to the Torah. Furthermore, a more fundamental distinction, arguably the most, is that the Pharisees believed in a resurrection, a life to come, conceivably a tradition passed down from Persian influence and religiosity (Zoroastrianism), brought initially when Cyrus the Great defeated the Babylonians in 538 BCE, allowing the Jews to come back and worship once again in their home land in 539 BCE. Also, Cyrus is seen in the Bible as the King who through a revelation from God commanded the construction of the second Temple (2Chr. 36:23). In John Waterhouse`s book, Zoroastrianism, we see a compelling argument for the idea that the Persians had a huge impact upon Jewish theology of life after death, with mention of a resurrection[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  John W Waterhouse, Zoroastrianism, ed. by Eric S Waterhouse (London: The Epworth Press, 1935), p. 122-123.] 

The Sadducees, on the other hand, rejected this idea, as we see implication of in the New Testament: “The same day some Sadducees came to him saying there is no resurrection…” (Mt. 22:23). We also see an argument break out between the two groups on this very subject in the book of Acts: “…a dissension began between the Pharisees and Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. (The Sadducees say there is no resurrection, or angel or spirit; but the Pharisees acknowledge all three.)” (Acts. 23:7-23:8) 




This now brings us to our final example, that of the Essenes. For this sect we cannot offer any biblical evidence of their existence as there is simply not any to explore. There are however, three first century accounts, two of which are Jewish, these are Flavius Josephus and Philo of Alexandria and a third account recorded by Pliny the Elder. These examples are the only primary accounts of the Essenes until 1947, when the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls was uncovered, leading to new insight on the community.[footnoteRef:4] This penultimate section of the essay will show some key differences, comparable to the Sadducees and Pharisees.    [4:  Geza Vermes and Martin D. Goodman, eds, The Essenes According to the Classical Sources,  (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989), p. 1.] 

Starting with Flavius, we can see a similarity between the Pharisees and Essenes when it comes to a doctrine of immortality, “The doctrine of the Essens is this: That all things are best ascribed to God. They teach the immortality of souls…”{sic} (Ant. 18 1.5) Now it must be said that this is only like the Pharisaic movement in the sense that they also believe in surviving after death, but it is quite unlikely that the Pharisees had any mention of an immortal soul, DR Kaufmann Kohler (May 10, 1843 – January 28, 1926) a German born U.S reform Rabbi and Theologian [footnoteRef:5] has some of his writings in The Jewish Encyclopaedia, an article entitled The Immortality of the Soul, wherein he says: “Certain it is that the Pharisaic belief in resurrection had not even a name for the immortality of the soul. For them, man was made for two worlds, the world that now is, and the world to come, where life does not end in death”[footnoteRef:6]. When it comes to the Sadducees and their doctrine, they declare that: “souls die with the bodies” (Ant. 18. 1.5).  [5:  Kaufmann Kohler (2017) <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kaufmann_Kohler> [accessed 31 October 2017].]  [6:  Kaufmann Kohler , 'Immortality of the Soul', Jewish Encyclopaedia, , (1906), 1, in <http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/8092-immortality-of-the-soul> [accessed 31 October 2017].] 

Arguably, what scholars may deem to be the most divisive aspect of this sect in comparison to the Pharisees and Sadducees were their strict puritanical rules, their denial of earthly pleasures and overall rejection of storing up riches (War 2. 8.3). Considered by both Flavius and Philo as extremely virtuous and pious, Philo even goes so far to say that they are “above all men” (Ant. 15 10.5, Q.o.p 12.75). Philo, Flavius and Pliny the Elder also record that most of the Essenes took a vow of celibacy, which is not a requirement requested by any other sect in Judaism, although, Flavius does mention that the Essenes did not completely reject marriage for procreation. He went on to say that they had little trust in the loyalty of women to one man and would rather carefully select children to join them when they were ready to be educated (War 2. 8.2, Plin. Nat. 5 15.17, Apol. 11.14). Finally, another fundamental differentiator was that the Essenes rejected the Temple and would not sacrifice animals there, only sacrificing amongst themselves and sending offerings to Jerusalem (Q.o.p 12.75, Ant. 18 1.5).  These elements mirror the commentary made by Geza Vermes and Martin D. Goodmans edition of The Essenes According to the Classical Sources, where they encapsulate the works of Philo, Flavius and Pliny the Elder and give scholarly commentary.[footnoteRef:7]  This section has not covered all that sets this group apart, however, we can see a clear divide in rituals and belief.  [7:  Vermes and Goodman, eds, The Essenes p. 4-5.] 





In conclusion, we have seen that indeed there was clear division in the first century between the Jewish people, encompassing different forms of belief and rituals, even on aspects of the most fundamental theological thinking. The impact made by outside influences has been shown to be a major factor in changes to philosophical views held by various sectaries, this essay has perhaps only scratched the surface of these impacts. The effect that other communities had upon the Hebrew people is surely something worthy of further exploration. One thing we can observe is that it is far too simple to suggest that an unyielding, singular form of Judaism existed. Together, with all the evidence supported by primary sources of the time, along with Biblical passages affirming numerous divergences, the argument for a single Judaism, at least from an ancient perspective, does not appear a plausible one.
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