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INTERIATIONAL CONFERENCE OF CHRISTIANS AND JEWS
"ON REACTING TO THE UNIVERSAL HUMAN CRISIS - A
JEWISH PERSPECTIVE"
BY RABBI MARC H. TANENBAUMF NATIONAL INTERRELIGIOUS QFTAIRS
DIRECDOR? AMERICAN JEWISH COMMITIEE; WED., JUNE 13, 1979

From the perspective of the history of ideas, Judaism and
Christianity (and Islam) constitute a breskthrough in human
consciousness. That redical transformation of the mentglity of
a large segment of mankind 1s best understend when the Biblical
world of ideas and velues are viewed against the background of
the surrounding cultures of ancient Egypt and lMesopotamia.

In his study entitled, Between Mesopotamia and Egypt, the
late Prof. Ephaigm Speiser documents the reality that in that
ancient cultural world human life was considered worthless. Pharaoh
was a divaine-king, the source of all law, never i1ts servant. With
a flack of his royal finger, he could determine to XEmpw throw the
entire generation of first-born Israelaites into the Nile. Genocaide.

The Isreelite slaves were the outcasts - the untouchables -
in ancient Egypt. Make bricks without straw. Slavemasters whipped
them mercilessly in the building of the pyramids, for the immortal
monuments were more highly valued than mortal lives.

Exodus, Sinai - and Calvary - were a2 decisive break with
that ancient dehumanizing past. The children of Israel, slaves unto
Pharaoh, were liberated from physical oppression and spiritual darkness
-~ the worship of a divaine emperor and the i1dolatries of animal workhip -
by a power mightier than themselves whome reality they experienced
as the Divine Presence in their midst.

At Sinai, the surviming generation of former Israelite slaves,

standing in the awe and majesty of tlet desert wasteland, encounter the
Holy One of Israel who reveals Himself for the first taime in their

collective history as moral will. They accept the Decalogue B thex
as the Code of their existence. Their consciousness 1s transformed -
"You shall be unto me & Kingdom of Priests and = Holy Nation." What 2

Divine-human scenario - yesterday slaves; today, by virtue of accepting
the Covenant as the center of theair lives,

they become, and perceive
themselves to be forever after a ’ ’

"holy pe Ople M




VIOLENCE AND HUMAN PICHTS/ ICCJ
I -~ The scholarly de‘ate - now epblled over into popular discuesiern -
a*out the SOURCES OF HUMAN VIOLENCE OR DESTRUCTIVEWXZS8S, The *astc
question might “e formulate? as follows:

I8 HUMAN DESTRUCTIVENESS INNATE, AND HENCE INERADICAELE
OR IS IT LEARNED, AND HENCE PRESUMABLY UNLZARNABLE?

On the one side are those who stress thegx contibuity of human
life with that of our animal gncestors; a key figure here ie Konrad
Lorens, afounder of the science of ethology or animal behavioer,
whose ook On Aggreesion (1946) hae evoked an especially sharvo
reaction pro and con., Aleo ascnciated with this view is Ro*art
Ardrey, suthor of The Territorial Impeeative and other worls,
~-Rowert Ardrey and Deemond Morris informed ue that veople o*ey the
same *ehevioral laws as anilals
-Prof. Hiward O, Wilson, prof. of Science and Curztor of Entomclogy
at the Musesum of Comparative Zoolocy at tke Harvard Univ.. In bhie
new ook, On Human Nature (Dec. 1278) - the third volume in a trilogy
of which The Ineect Socleities (1871) and "Socio™1olrgv! ThewNew
Synthegis" (1975) formed the first two perts, Prof Wilson sssumes
more or less the same thing that the thological populari,ere did.

The guestion of interest 1s no longer whether humen goclal *ehavi
or is genetically determined; it 1s to what extent. The accurula
ted evidence for a large hereditary comoonent is more detailed
and compelling tha#tt moet persens, including even geneticits, rea
realize. I will go further, it ie already decisive,
Contrary to Konrad Lorenz (and Erich Fromm), Wilson argues thet
human agg€ression cannot *e expalined ss withef a dsrk-angellc
flaw or a *estial instinet," »ut rather - and the distinction here

18 fine “wt décisive - that

Human ®eings are strongly vredisposed to resvond with unreason
a“le hatred to externazl threate and to escalate tlEr hostility
sufficiently to overvhelm the source of the threat *y a

respectanly wide mergin of szféby.

On Human Nature is not “gsicaldy a decriptinn of -:0lozlcally
Drogrammed man




-2 -

Ehe Exodus-Smnai mythos embody the core belief system which

has decisively shaped the millenial history of Jews, Christians, and
Muslims, and became & catalytic force in Western history - indeed,
world history. What are the essentials of that belief system, and
what 1s 1ts relevance to the world condition in the 1980s?

First, God has revdeled Himself as moral will, and Els
nature 1s experienced through the imatation of moral attributes -
mercy, compassion, forgiveness, justice, slow to anger ("The Thirteen
Moral Attributes of God" as He revealed thewm to lMoses i1in the
cleft of the mountain);

Second, each human being i1s created in the sacred image of
God and 1s therefore possessed of dignity; each human life therefore
1s of infinite value, and human beings cannot be used a means to
anyone's ends,neither for anyone's i1deology, revolution, or terrorist
program;

Third, & covenanted people has a messianic responsibility
for the ethical qualaty of lafe of society, the "kangdom of priests".
And in that kaingdom, all humen beings possess equal sanctity in
thex eyes of GOd, and are entitled to egqual justice and compassion;

Fourth, a covenanted people are responsible for the
events of history, for they are co-partners with God in the
completion of the works of Creation.

Calvary - 1f I may presume to suggest as a non-Christian -
stands 1n continuity of that Biblical worldview for i1t proposes
that mankind has the possibility of being graced by Divainity. ("Tell

me that I am greater than I am, and I will be so," Ernest Hemingway
put 1t 1n secular speech.)






