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WHFRE JUDAISM DIFFERS 

V • That Kan Is Not Free 
VI. That Death Is Better Than Lit• 

Karch 16, 1952 

In the previoua addresses, dear friends, in this eeries I have spoken on the 

theme, "Where Judaism Differs", on the proposition that man needs to be saved, that 

man should not enjoy lite, that men are not equal, that man should not resist evil. 

Judaism <littered also sharply on other propositions of an ethical nature, nui•~• 

on the proposition that man is not tree and that death is better than life. Many 

religions, past and present, held that man is not tree, and many scientific theories, 

as well, held to the_ same idea. That man is capable of tree volition, of making a 

tree choioe, ot originating unpredictable decisions, and or affecting by his action 

his own deatiror - &11 this waa denied by many great religions of mankind, and sci­

ence, especially up to quite recent'.cy-, seemed to corroborate this position. 

Life was governed by fate. Tba t was predominantly the conviction of the ancient 

world. Nature ard human life were ruled by an unfathomable and an uncontrollable 

neceesity. Even the Gods were subject 'ttc the relentless operation or this necessity. 

Kan car.ot affect or alter his rate. At his birth his destiny is unchangeably decreed. 

The Greeks called this ineluctable rate, lloira. The Greek poet, Hesiod, repre­

eented lloira by three sisters - Clotho, the youngest, who spun the threal or lite J 

Lachesis, the second, who twisted this thread of lite J and A tropas, who w1 th a huge 

pair of shears, cut short the thread of lite. It was these three sisters, three 

fatea, who determined a man•s life and a 111&n•e destiny. 

In Jorse mythology- the• fate• go by the name ot Horne, and the .... maidens, 

under different names, performed the aame relentle•• function of determining the 

life or the indindual. Aaong the Rollans it was the Parcae who performed this task. 

Jfothing that man coold do would atf'ect or alter this absolute and, to man, irrational 

work or fate. 

• 



And it was aleo held that man•s tate was somehow written in the stare. Thi 

stars and planets nre looked upon as heannl.7 deities, goda, and it is they who 

determined the courae of ewnts and the lot of eTery human being on earth. So• 

men were born under a lucky starJ others under untavcr able constellations. Astrol­

ogy which was nigh uni~rsal in the ancient world and in the •dinal world and baa 

persisted to our own da7 - astrology is a sa- t ot a paeudo-scienoe, by which one 

could forecast what would happen to him or to the world by reading the signs ot the 

heaftn■• And ev~n when there was not thi, acceptance ot a blind, iaperaonal fate -

that is to say, when man reached a point in his religious developnent where • 

thought that a personal God would rule the life ot men - eYen then the7 ascribed 

to this Ood absolute determination over the lives of •n, which could not be changed 

either by the actions or pray-ere or men. 

In India all rorma ot that complex or religion which is cal.led Hinduisa, in­

cluding Buddhi• - all theae religions accepted a dogma the fact that man's dee­

tiey is pre-determined. There -a a wli:nrsal causal law - the7 called it Karma -

which held ,....,. oYer gods and over •n• and there was no escape from it. salvation, 

that is, escape, is to be found only in finding a n.7 to break this chain ot causa­

tion, to escape trom this remorselessly revolving wheel or rebirth, this enl cy-cle 

or existence - and this can be done, according to these religions, onl1' by diainteg­

rating oneeelt, one•s personality, by' nullitying oneaelt completely, by ceasing to 

be an inspirin spiritual or intellectual individualJ that is, to pass to the stage 

of wh?.t the7 call An-atta - not selt, llot "I", ceasing to be, in other word■• 

Fatali8111, too, ie characteristic of the religious and cultural history of China. 

Contucious was frankly a fatalist, and so is one of the three great religions of 

China, Taoisa. And although lloha-dani•, Isl.am, is a powerful theietic religion 

and believe• tirmly in a personal God who rules the world, neverthlle•• in Isla, 

too, the greatest •phasie is placed on liamet, on fate. 
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The KoT.1.ng Finger writesJ and, having writ, 
Jlovas ona nor all your Piety nor Wit 
Shall lure it back to cancel hal.£ a line, 
Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it. 

The Will or God, it is inscrutable, it is unalterable, andtheretore, both 

piety and wiscb m dictate that the wiest course tor a man is complete and unqueetion-

1ng resignation to His will. 

Now, men were led to these belief• in tatallsm by what they sa and experienced. 

They saw all around them the pbenanena or death, inevitable, certain, sure, for all 

•n• And they aaw about them evidences ot accidents wlrich they could not explain, 

and the death of the young, and the surface unrelat.dnesa ot man•e actions and merit 

to his lot on earth, and t1- prenlence of evil in the world, and its persistent and 

indurate oharact.r, and they came to the conclusion that somehow this world is ~ 

In a way, these beliefs were man•s ny ot adj ueti ng himself to conditions whioh 

be could not correct. It was aleo a way or escape from 110ral responsibility. There 

was cothing he could do about it, nothin he could cb about the wrong of the world, 

and th injustice of the world, and the evil of 1 t, ince the)" were destined from 

the beginning by a power ~hich he could not control. 

low, Judai811 cballengad all this tatalism and all this determinimiJ in fact, 

there isn•t even a term in the Hebrew langugage for the word •tate". is not 

at all what we understand by the term, tate, whicn controls Goda and men 11.lib, which 

is irrational and inmoral, unaoral. Judai• retuaed to accept the doctrine that man 

is not tree. Juda181l not onl)r proclaimed a personal Ood who rule• the world with 

juatice and with merCJ', but a God who wants man to be tree and to be His c010rbr 

in the developaent of mankind. 
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Judaism is a prophetic religicn, with a panrtul eooial measaee and challenge 

to 11lprovement, to adn.ncement, •to illprove the worJ..dtt • There is evil in the world, 

of course, but it can be overco•• The• is wrong in the world, but it can be 

righted, and it is the very purpose aid mealing or h\DIUl life to set it aright and 

to establish the good society. There is no other mea1ing to life but to ·1tr1ve 

after perfection, after illproTement, personal and eocial, am such perfection i• 

p0ssibla. And man was given by' God all the freedom he needs to accomplish thi•• 

Kan has ad•quate instruments under his control b.Y which to change the face ot the 

ttarth, the structure of eooiety, or his own personal life. 

Her", ot courae, man is not all-powerf'ulJ man is not OIIDipotentJ man is not a 

OodJ man has not created OodJ but man - u:an must ·ork i thin certain limitations, 

11Ja1 ta ti one ot enT'..t.roment, lilli tat.ions ct heredi tJ', psychological limi tati one• 

geographic limitations. But enn these limitat·ons an, not iron-bound, absolute, 

0 r unchanging. Man is not all-pOll'Srful, but neither ie he powerless. He ia not 

helpless. He baa enough energioa in hie mind andir. hie eoul to a ccom,liah auch, 

very much in the world - energies which he ie not ewn •are of and were neftr 

fully explored. Kan can ehoose and must chooN bet.ween course! of action. I read 

you this 110rnine that great chapter trom the Book or neuteroll01D1'1 "Behold, I have 

set before ye this day life and the good, and death and the evil. Choose thou 1:ite •• 

Whenever man has chosen rise'.q and was prepared to J>ll1 the price tor his choice 

in labor and struggle and et.fort, he baa advanced in knowledge, health, in wll­

being. And whenever a aan has not cho1en wisely, he wa~ retarded or he n'trogreaNd, 

or he plunged into misery and ehaoa and stagnation. )(an cannot eeoape hie moral 

responsibility by blaming everything on God or onu rate all the evil in the world 

or all th evil that he hi. self com:dts. Man may not be fully master, absolute mae­

ter oYer hie own dlatiny, but he is certainly a co-worker with God in hie destiny. 

Ian ia not •rely a tool, be is an artist, be oan wild toole. l(an•e tate 1a not 
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written in the stars. Kan writes it himself i th the help of Ood. The great prophet 

Jeremiah declared, "Hear ye the word which the I,ord epeaketh unto you, O houae ot 

Israel, thus •1th the IPrdt Learn not the way ot the heathen and be not diamayed 

at the signs of the heavens. no not be ah-aid of the s1 gns of the heavens, tor tht N 

customs of the heathen a!"t! vanity.• 'rhere•e nothing to it I The Rabbis deelareda 

"Israel ie not subject to the pmrer o~ constellations or the d1.etatee or heavenly 

bodies.• 

Jewish philosophers knew the theologic difficulties which were involved in in­

siati~ upon free w:tll for uu,n, ~nd at the same time, maintaining t,he providence ot 

God and Ood•s tore knolrledge. They knew the dU'ficultie•• Mevertbelesa, this 

paradox, this aeeming~ inherent contradiction did not rue them at. all. They 

aillmawledged it as one ot the great mysteries of the relig1ous lif'e, IQ'steries which 

are 9ound equally in the pbys:tcal and in the scientitic world or man. They, there-

fore, said, "Everything is fo1-e•een by Ood. wrtheless, me will is given to 

man.• God• a f'ore-tnowledge does not contradict human freed an. Ood 1 s aware ot all 

noesibilities, am yet man is tree. 

Jledieval Jewish philosophers - saadya, and Halevi Rnd lfaimonidies, crescae and 

others - tried hArd through philosophic demonstrat1 ons to reconcile man•s tree will 

with Ood • s omniacienoe. They argued in so many- ways that Qod • a knowledge is not 

cau•tift, not caapelllng, not pre-detemining. But perhape Bachya was right when 

he mclared that the problem, this theologic problem, is •too complicated tor hUIUD 

solution". 

An eainent ecientist recent~ wrote, speaking ot ecienoe and not ot theology, 

"In the ewlution or scientitic thought, one tact has become btpreesiwly clearJ 

there is no JQ'lltery or t~ pbyaioal world which does not point to a JIQ"ste17 be)l>nd 

i t•lt. All higbroada ot the intellect, all bJnys ot theory- and conjecture lead 

ultimate'.cy to an abyas that rn1JN11 ingenuit7 oan nenr span.• lnd it eoience 1a pre­

pared to maka such a conteasion, certainly religion can. We cannot aolq all proble••• 
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all eeeming contradictiona. We ha've not the mind■ or God•• 

The gr( at American phllos q,her, Williaa Jamee, declared in one or hie splendid 

esaaye, writifl.g on •The Sentiment of JU\tionalityt' t 

Patali•, whose aolving word in all cri•• ot bebaYior, is 
•all strinng in is vain•, will never reign eupremeJ tor the 
impulse to take 11.f'e striving~ is indestructible in the 
race. Koral creeds which speak to that impulee will be 
widely eucceaetul in spite or inconeietency, vaguene•e and 
shadowy determination ot expectancy• Man needs a rule tor 
hie will, and will jnvent one it one be not giwn to him. 

The important thing isnot to accept any religious belief which stultifies h\lD&ll 

life, which inhibits man•s progress, which denies man the opportunity or exploring 

him•lf to the fullest, and of exercising all his powers, his insight•, all the 

things he is capable of. To accept such a religious belief' is to accept a God who 

is evil. '!'ha God of Judaism is a just and righteous and mercitul God. This is the 

very essence or Judaisa. •till the Judge of all the world not cb justice Hi■eelt?• 

Got has not doomed IIWl. If man has sinner or erred, he will be puniehed - that 1a 

the law compensation in lite. But man may repent, and God will accept his true re­

,,entanoe, ~no the puni ronent w:i.11 be averted. That ia repentar.ce. Repentance 

averts the evil decree. And repirntance, which is so cbminant in Jewish ntligious 

thought is a supreme affirmation of man's 110ral freedom, ot man• a control of hisOllll 

destiny. The greatest holiday which e have in our calendar, the Day ot Atone•nt, 

is dedicated to the concept of repentance J that is to say, of a man being able to 

take hold ot his own life and refashion it, retaahion hie own destiey. 

Judai• knows of no predestination, such as orie find• in the theology of St. 

Augustine or of Cal inisn. Judaism knows of no doctrirles of electionJ that is to 

t1ay, that befor all worlds Ood chose certain 11en for ever-lasting life while con­

demning other• to eternal death. ~uch ideas have their origin in doctrines ot al­

vation by divine grace alone, and not by the moral ettort ot man, as we have seen 

in some or the earlier discuesions. Tbe86 Adi&• are foreign to Judal •• Kan ie 

•aaved• tor the higher lif'e only by his own 11C>ral xertions, inapired b., faith in 

an approving andin a cooperating Cbd. 
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low, up to quite recently science gaYe eneoura eement to the idea or determin­

i 111. The univeree, they eaid, wae carried on in an ordered sequence or cau• and 

ettect, and the:re was no rOOJD in it ror the exerei e or MY voliti on, ot any l'rea­

will en the pa""'t e:tth r o! mn nr or God. r.v _ryth1ng s 1.1.nke up _n s causal 

hain. Th" orde cf nat,u-e is indifferent t,o t he na d of man or of God. nd t-.1e 

19th century 13.~ cont:· c..ont that i t c01.1d cons+ruct a univ r se n.s "a perfect _ chan-

1cal m del", a "pe teetly work~_ng machine•. Everything titted into everytJ,ing el•• 

There was no ne , 1 the , w , no ~~canion tor my volition., ney voluntar1sn, tJny 

free-will. In tm ?oth eentury cientists h ve beens bandoning ttrl.s mechanistic 

view of the universe. The ~ of causat"on hns giY n way to a lall ot prnbability. 

Writ~.ng in his most interesting book, •The 8terious Universe", Sir Jamea 

Jeans, the eminent scientist, physicist, declared, 

~ •• up to t..'le present t least, the picture of th universe 
presented by the new physics contai ns aore roca than did the 
old mechanical pict,ure tor llfi an con ciousness to exist 
within the picture itNlt, together 1th the attributes which 
~ co:n.'T!Only- associate with them, sueh B .free-will and the 
capaci't7 to make the universe in some sull degree ditterent 
by our presence. For, tor aught we know, r tor aught that 
the new aoienoe CL<n •7 to the contrary-, the gods which plq 
the pert of fate to the tom~ ot our brains ma;~ our own 
llinds. Through theae atau our minds may perchance af'tect 
the motion of our bodiee and so the etate ot the world around 
us. Today science can no longer shut the door on this poe­
aibilityJ she has no longer ney unansnrable agnmanta to 
bring againftt our innate conviction of' tre.-.111. 

And it physics is no longer pledged to a law ot determini•, ,rhy should pqchol­

qg be, or the religious life ot man? In tact, the whole new science of p91cbo­

anaq1ia is based on the theory that man can be bllped to change his life, his at­

titudes, his conduct, his destiny, once he is given new insigbte and a clearer un­

derstanding ot his own history and ot his OlfD c apa.ci ty. 

Bera, again, then science is catching up with the great religious insight• ot 
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And so, on this proposition that man is not tree, Judai• registered a strong 

negation. JudJJi • maintains that man is free. 

And now I pass on to the final subject upon which Judaism d if f'ered, thlJt death 

is better than life. •To be or not to be• - that has perplend the mind of man since 

the beginning of his thinking life, his intellectual awareness. And it has been 

responsible for much speculation and contemplation. There were great religion• 

which I have indicated more than once which regarded life as inherent to evil, and 

preferred extinction to surrivalf preferred death to lif'e. There were other reli­

gions which looked upon this world as a veil of tears, a '!IOrld of irreparable mieery, 

1njust1co and suf.ferlng, and looked forward with all hope centered on the next 

world, a world beyond the grave. And tho quicker one cuu <l nfbui'fle off this mor­

tal coil•, the better. Tho body is looked upou aa a sort of a prison-house, a cruel 

prison-house of the so;.il or man, which c1..·-·1ld .findits true rutppinass and its Ireed0111 

only out of this world., "where there are no heartache and a tho,1sand natural shocks 

that flesh is heir to". This -.orld was lookedupo:-- merely a a sort of a preparation 

for the re1't, 2nd the q1dcker e get t hrour,h with it, the bett~r. 

The sacred books of ancient E ypt were called the Books o'! the Dead, and they 

conta·nod ri1a.gic and ritual andmyth which were nll concerned with msn•a life in the 

n9tber-world. his life after c'eath, for that was the real lite of man. The idea ot 

atonement thr ugh :ieath and the resurrection trom tho dead and the cpeedy end ot 

this trorld and escape from t.hie world were central in the beliE2f or ear~ Cbristian-

1t1. ulfhoever hates his life in this world will preserve it for eternal lite. 117 

Ieingdorr~ i . t o: -'1., :u_c , .. orld." A ,d all the ascet,ic ovew nts of ~hich we spoke wen 

baseu ei·,.her on fear f life or n conte:.1 pt for life, li.f. in this world, and a 

sh8rp dualism of. 1: ody a11 • "pir1 t. 

There nre religions ho were actually enamored with the idea of death, and the 

whole of their rl tual tra$ bui 1 t around concepts or death and the herearter • 
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Now, Judai• ditte1-ed sharply with these vine am with theae practices. To 

Judaism, creation was good. 0 And the Lord eaw that it was good,• we read in tha 

first chapters of Genesi•• God is the source of lite. Life is a gracious gitt ot 

Ood. nrhou hast gra11ted me life and favortt. In fact, a long lif°e ns looked upon 

as a nr.vard .for :dt.u virtue. "}.(r son, forget not my teaching; :tor length of days, 

and yeare of life, and pe8ce, will they add to thee." Judaism was entlllored of lite. 

It ia a privilege •to walk before God in the land of the livingtt. Ood gave His 

law to mm, not to prepare him ror death, but to prepare him for life, to help him 

in life, to preserve his life, to ennoble his life "Which, if a man do, he shall 

live by them." 

ThE Torah is called "the •dicine of lite•, andin order to preeerft lite, our 

sages taught us that a man may disregard all the camnandmantsof the Torah to pre­

aerve his li.fe - all, of course, except thtt basic three - namely, idolatzy, mm-der 

and incest. 

The onl,Y .fatalist that we know of in the Bible is the disillusioned Kohsleth, 

E.coleaiastee, who alone among the writers o! the Bible, prefers death to lit'• and 

claims that it were better not to have been bom. But Koheleth is also a fatalist, 

but even he is not always consistent, for eTen ho a,qa, ttfor a living dog is bet­

ter than a dead lion"• 

Judai!II isnot built around death or around resurrection or around Mlllortality. 

Belief in the latter came late into Jewish thought. There was a ride nrit;y ot 

conflicting ideas about them, and they were never universally aceapted by Jews, b7 

taithf'Ul. Jews. The Rabbis advised men not to speculate too much about them. Bell.et 

in sane tom of a tutur lite was quite generally held among our people, • specially 

in the ~oat-exilic period, but it was never specific and never regarded a.e a central 

dogu, lail'ure to beline in which disqualified a man tram being a taithtul J•• 
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Our religion admonished us to leave all these to a kind providence, beyond o\&" 

penetration, beyond our ken of knowledge. "The Heavens belong to OodJ the earth He 

gave to the children or man.• It is no tne dead o praise God and not all thoae 

"Who go down to the nether-world," n read in the Book of Psalms. •The living and 

the sound of heart shall praise the Lcrd." lke are advised to think of this orld, 

hat we should do her , and how to make this world a fit place for tl'm c ildren ot 

Ood t.o live in. There is very little that we can do abou. the hereafter, but there 

1s much that we can do about the here and the now. And e can know the greatest 

. .t1ppiness in t:-.is world in doing the greatest scod. Tho future life ma:./ bo a 111'• 

or the greatest happiness and bliss tor 1ll8l, but aid the Rabbis, •Better is one 

hour in repentance rind good deeds __ n this torlrl, t n t e whole .1orld to come." 

Thie is an :lrla2:i ng e: tttement of th3 Rabbis, oooa se it is in tt~i l'ld that •• can 

!in our wrl.on ,i th t,he e,iJiri of God as much in a~ other wor"' d. CJodis near, 

hero, ~ to a l thos who ca:J. ".lpo;- Him. 

And whil na gc.'Od lif'e hath but a few days on earth, a good name endtu• th 

forever." 

Ne .. tt Sundqy morning, dear friends, I s all endeavor to umna.rize these six lec­

tures •• hich I fl "'I given on the theme, "Whe e J daimn Dit!'ers" , ncl I s.iaJl speak 

on t, e subj ct, at Th8n Is Ju ai!m!.?", and in a concise .form give you the basic 

ethical am spiritual teachiH s of our irmr~rtal f'aith. 




