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TRIS IS Nr GOD 
IUT I8 !BIi II! ril'!II 

A I.bi rniftll 1.-..a Vouk1a •••-Dt ot Jada1.a 

Th• Taple 
lovell>er 22, 19S9 

labbi Daniel JerellJ Sil wr 

ISO 

._ t°"7•t01II' 79ar■ ot ap, Jlr. a_... Wout· ia ane of the moat oelebrated 

ot lLtrioM IIO'Nlifta md pla,wr:lghta. Be ia a Laureate of the Pulitser PriuJ 

bl• pllf', The C•S. •!:19 COlil't; UsU.al, _not only von oritioal praise, but 
. . 

•3-,ed •·~• lroadway nn and thl tinanoial auooe•• ot being turned into 

• •oJ.lpood -,.ataaa1 ... ' 

u • a 11111 ot national pradi,enoe, all of Mr. Wouk'• p11blioat1au merit and 
, 

. N•lft Id.de cll••••1nat1aa, In bl• lat.at vcr,k, Thi• Ia !r God, Jlr. Vouk hu 
' . 

i.1Nd fl'CII Id• uul tielda ot the nowl and ot t-he tb .. ter and hu written a 
. . 

per■m•l nat11 •• . ot ta.th, and al.Nady thi• little book hu olimbed to fifth 

rak •on1 all ·the non-tiotian ben-ller• in oar nation. Thia ta !',r Ood 1• an 

to 

•nan ot faith, not a ocnteaaion ·ot t~th. 

It la peNana\1· llr. Vollk wit.e• 1illa bl beline■ and not 1'hat ot.. haft tGlcl bill 
. . 

1- .,..... Nli••J bat. it afticl■ bei111 intiaate and larpq autobiographical. 

,-4 .,. tlilt ben. an•lo1r that w ■isb' ch-av trca the varld ot conteapcrwy liter•­

'•• la to ■a,_ tba, !bi■ I■ IS[ God r.ldDd• u of an enended bioar8Pb, of oreclo 
' •· u. llr. lduad lllf1• ••d ·\o 1.u.r adar tbl tiUe Tld.• I Belina. 

llat ••• fld.a Ia· Jt God dt ,ar\icnalAlr illtANlt -to the palpi\ i■ the omtent 

fJ6 llr. Vollk• • faith. Be beliew■ ID and happ1l7 praatioea Jllda.•• Mr. Wouk 1■ 

• allow,.., Ort.bodcm ,Jev. le prap repl..-17 at hi• QD•gopeJ he abLCt•• the 

l1t•e111t • pr..U.oe1 in bl• ba111 all ot the ritual dietary law ot our .traditian. 

Alid I • • ot ao ot.ber vark in reont litent11N whioh •o nooe•■tulq, ■o in-
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the 
tiuteq and so beautitul.ly J.,wtrqs the inner meaning,/inner aigniticance ot 

(';·. 

) 

Orthoct,m Jew.I.ah lite. 

I enjoyed reading Thia Ia My God. I enj07ed reading it because it is the 

wrk of a auter cratt•an, a · aan vbo knon hie literary trade and avoids the 

usual ponderoua cliohe■ in which moat people describe religioUB fol'IIIII. I enjoyed 

reading Thia Ia !'l God becauae Ii.pt thinking to 11\J'Belt how much this book would 
' . 

contribute to the under■tanding between J'ev and .Jew, and to the understanding 

betwen m-}l• and .Jev. Thia is a book which is atfirlllative, non-apologetic, 

pasaianate and 7et utterq without prejudice towards any other faith. It is a 

book vhioh 1pealm. of the heart and not or the surface, ot .the esaential and not 

ot the superficial, and it ia a book vbioh cannot but help communicate its warmth, 
- . 

it■ low, ita breadth of underatanding and ot tolerance. And I enjoyed reading 

Thi• Ia ![ Ood beoauae I feel it to be .a Yoluae of-BCllle historical aigniticance. 

Diring aoat of t~ lut oentury and a quarter, writer• who were ot Jewish back­

ground tended to be angry with or oppoNd to or ignor~t of Judaism. rrom · 

Heinrich Heine to Boria Puternak Jeviah authors and writers of the quality ot 

Leon Peuohtvanger, Berthold Auerbaah, Ottrtrude stein, Sholca Aaab, have either 

lar1ely ignored Jewish the•• ar haw cavilled against Judaism and against the 

Jewish people. And the burden of their arguaent vu largely this -- that Judaism 

NPl•ND.ted t,he past. It vu archaic, it vaa out-dated. It vaa outmoded. It was 

1rreleftnt• and that being Jewish prewnted the■ largely from innersing theMelvea 

fully in the cnruah ot aodern liberal twentieth and nineteenth century lite. The 

lut century in•• have been period• which could hardly be called atable periods 

1n our Jevlah biata17. Oar people wre thrust out, of the ghetto by the grant of 
. 

oitiNnald.p, thrut into a lite tor which the7 were not tot•lly prepared and to 

wld.cll their rel1pan could not euily adapt. Aa the University replaced the 

Yeald.ftb, u the OCbOWt orobenra replaced the cantor,~ the fllee, neighborly-, 

ap\:lld..U.o tolerant lite of Aaerioa replaced the oentUJ7-hardened hatreds of 
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Europe, aa atanica and mechanics replaced medieval science, a new Jew emerged -­

a ■an who responded to different stimuli, who had developed different esthetic 

tastes, who needed to be colllllUDicated with with a new language, and whose faith 

vu not easily adaptable to this new canmunication, this new level of esthetic 

tute, and this new language. And so we have the literature of neglect, bitter 

denial, ~d of self-hate. 

But I have bean noticing ~ntly that there has been a new spirit in the 

literature written by authors who are Jewish, an affirmative, positive spirit. 

They thrill to the experiences -of Ju1ne Frank and of the Warsaw ghetto and of the -----
creation of the State of Israel. And they have begun to picture American Jewish 

. . 

life, not in terms of the vulgar and the vulgarity and the coarseness which it has 

at some points, but in terms of its wholesomeness and its naturalness -- the Harry 

Oolden-Iao Rosten type of portrayal. Somehow Judaism has come of age. It has 

learned to COlllllunicate. It has learned to be modem. It has learned to shake off 
youthfulness 

the medieval dre• t the heart of gold, the ■•■f1l1■1a, and the relevance 

of Jewish life pushes through. And now, finally, after a literature of affirmation, 

a proud- literature full of herces, we come to a man, a writ,er of first rank, who 

publ:Jcly publishes a statement of belief. He believes in a Jewish Ood. He 
b.151~ .(,fll".H~ 

<;;; -'•'·' V'-

belieTes in prayer. He believes in the prophetic tradition and in the priestly 

tradition which underly all that we have and which we prize. And in a sense, 

Thia Is Jtv; God represents the capstone of a new approach to Judaism by our writers, 

who, after all, are sensitive cultural barometers, who refiect verbally what we 
that 

te.i deel)q and so•t1mes cannot express,/ eur faith is today enlightened and 

eDl.ightening, and that we have somehow successfully come through a very difficult 

oentU1'7 ot stress and ot strain, that we are now thoroughly up to date . 

. Untartunately, I have already heard some whisper· that This Is My God is not 

what it pm-p~a to be, not the sincere beliefs of a sincere man, but a slick 

plblio relation■ piece, the welding ot Yeshivah University, where Herman Wouk 
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teaches, and Madison Avenue. That is a sad commentary on our age. We have been 

so surrounded by half-truths and warped words that we can no longer recognize the 

ring of sincerity and of truth when we hear it. But unfortunately, we are ban­

barded with propaganda and with publicity, and it is all too easy to understand 

how many can cast a jaundiced eye at al~ that they hear and at all that they read. 

But Mr. Wouk has publicly been known to be an observant Jew for many years now, 

and he is a ma.n of such status and of such financial success that no one could 

possibly believe that he needs to portray himself in these terms for some personal 

reason of gain. And furthermore, to read this book is to know that these are the 

words of a believing man. They are not the words of a paid pen, but of a deter­

mined he art. 

What of this belief? Wha~ is its nature? Is it a profound belief, or is 

the belief of an adolescent who once learned of Judaism by rote and who has main­

tained his Jewish beliefs without challenge and who now simply returns to you 

mechanically, as it he were a record, what was once impressed on his heart? This 

is the work of a mature man, of a man who has lmown doubt, of a man who has known 

denial, of a man who has !mown sl,lffering. What led Mr. Wouk to his affinnation of 

Judaism? In one of the true truly autobiographic sections of this book, he has 

offered us this as his explanations 

It was my lot to reach quite young what many people consider the dream 
life of America: success by my own efforts, a stream of dollars to 
spend, a penthouse in New York, forays to Hollywood, the canpanionship 
of pretty women, all before I was twenty-four. It was nothing im­
pressive I did: I was only a staff writer for the great radio humorist 
Fred Allen: but there I was in the realms of gold. I dreamed of 
higher success as a playwright or novelist -- like my Noel Airman in 
Marjorie Morningstar, all I wanted was a succession of hits -- but 
even as I lived this conventional smart existence of inner show busi­
ness, and dreamed the conventional dreams, it all seemed thin. I was 
not sated or revolted. But I found myself unable to believe, deep 
down, that hits plus random pleasure would ever add up to a life. It 
left out my identity. 



Now we can search in the book for other, more personal clues to Mr. Wouk 1 s 

motivation. We will find the deep veneration and love which he held for his 

scholarly, saintly grandfather, who seems to represent the heart, the learning, 

-,-

the substance of Jewish life in a home which otherwise would have accepted Jewish 

life on its surface, most superficial values. And to read the biography, the 

clippings which are available on Herman Wouk is to recognize that here was a man 

who went through the conventional rebellings, the life in Greenwich Village, the 

life of denial, a denial which extended to his marrying outside of his faith, but 

then who began in his late twenties to grow up, to mature into responsibility. He 

went t!Tough four years of active combat duty in the Second World War, with the 

United States Navy, and certainly the long, quiet hours of anxiety and t ension 

must have contributed to his thinking and to his maturity. And finally, at the 

very moment of his first great critical acclaim by the American people he suffered 

the heart-searing loss of his firtrt-born son, and this, too, must have led him to 

question and to doubt. And undoubtedly, did we know further fact s , we could find 

1n-1h1s superficial search for motivation other reasons for Herman Wouk 1s return 

to faith. 

For when all is said and done, is not his reason the reason of every man -­

that we find at some time in our lives that "hits plus random pleasure" -- we can 

translate it "work plus random pleasure" -- simply does not add up to a sufficient 

life. It leaves out our ideattt7. 

I am reminded of Alfred Nobel, the great donor of the Nobel Peace Prize. Mr. 

~·obel was a driven man through most of· his life, driven for one goal -- the 

acquisition of money. A noted chemist and engineer, he devoted his life to the 

development of ever more potent explosives, to the exploitation of oil reserves 

around the world. He vas a warmonger and an arms merchant. And then, by a strange 

set of coincianoes, ·A1fred Nobel was forced to read his own obituary. His 

brother died, anrl tha reporter who had been at the hospital reported to the 
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Stockholm newspapers that it was Alfred Nobel who had died. And when Mr. Nobel 

read the hastily written obituaries the next day he found in what little esteem 

his countrymen held him. The extent of one's will hardly makes a single line 

of type in an obituary. Mr. Nobel had been a lifetime bachelor, he had no ties, 

he had no friends, he had no community interests, simply the interest in making 

mmey. Reading his obituary, he was shock, and, shocked., he began to think and 

to reassess, and out of this reassessment began a life's work which led to the 

establishment of the Nobel Peace Prize. 

If This Is My God had no other virtue -- and it has many -- it would be 

worth the reading simply because it reminds us that each of us must seek a 

consecration jn life above life's many confusions , that we must ask why it is 

that we toil and labor and weary ourselves under the sun, that we must ask 

ourselves if we have sacrificed our families for our businesses, sacrificed our 

commllllities for our society., or foresworn our God in our concern with ourself. 

Why is it that ·-we- labor? What are we really attempting to do with our 

energi.es'l Time is passingJ our energies are being frittered away. · Has our life 

any real purpose? Hav~ we any real identity as a human, contributing, God-like 

being? It is said that Benjamin Franklin once remarked that the only book which 

he ever read were the books • .. that he had written himself. I did not wi·ite !his 

Is My God, and I do not wish to attack the book, but I feel t hat at least in one 

respect, because of its wide dissemination the record ought to be made straight. 

This Is My God attempts to do two things. First, it attempts to give you 

a picture of the inner life, the personal signi_ficance of Judaism as seen by an 

Orthodox Jew, and in vigor, -i,n·· freshness., in drama it is uniquely successful. 

Secondly, Ttd.s Is !:!Jr God attempt~ to assees the achievements and the future of 

contemporary Jowish life, and it is in this assessment that Mr. Wouk makes trl.s 
the 

most serious mistakes. l'lr. Wo~ thinks of all/movements of religious liberalism 
, 

as movements which he calls "dissenting". Under the d~ssenters he throws in 
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the Reform movement, the Reconstructionist movement, the Conservative movement -­

anyone who has broken at all from the strict Orthodox fold. And he holds that 

these dissension movements have no vitality of their own, no dynamic which causes 

them to throb and t.,o pulsate and which gives them meaning. They are simply 

watered-down versions of the true faith. They are simply sops which have been 

given by some to people who want a minimal form of religious life. "The formula 

of dissent," Herman Wouk wti tes, "made a pleasant compromise for people who wanted 

an easier life than the law asks, who had little training and yet wanted a tas•e 

of Judaism." There is nothing that is essentially, fundamentally positive about 

these movements of dissent. They have no life of their own. Indeed, Herman Wouk 

seems to say ~hat there is an inevitable progresG!on. Once one has broken with 

the tradition in its most strict form -- with OrthodoJC;y - he goes to a Conser­

vative congregation, he goes then to a Reform coggregation, he leaves the Reform 

congregation for the larger disaffiliation and assimilation. 

"There has beon a well known cascading", he writes, "fran Orthodox to 
Conservative, fran Conservative to Reform groups. The dissenting move­
ments can scarcely wish for the disappearance of ·Orthodoxy. Their 
existence more or less depends on a main body of Mosaic f ollowers who 
write the holy scrolls, study the classics, keep falth at its picturesque 
maximwn and provide a reservoir of strength and renewal for the less 
demanding denominations. The greatest weakness of both Conservative and 
Reform Judaism is their tendency to run down without c nstant infusion 
of Orthodox-trained new blood." 

Now, Mr. Wouk can be excused for nmt knowing you -- sec r:.nd, third, fourth 

generatton Reform Jews. But he cannot be excused for not having read the 

available sociological studies and statistics which have shown time and again 

that of the few who assimilate, who move without, the vast majority leave 

directly from traditional Orthodox homes, and not fDom the doors of a Conserva•ive 

er a11Reform synagogue. Nor can Mr. Wouk be excused tor not having realized that 

Reform and Conservative Judaism represents something more basic, more vital, more 

elemental, more essential. They are not movements of ease, but of necessity. 

They are movements which came into being because it was self-evident to the Jew 



-8-

that it was far better to drive to the synagogue on the Sabbath th311 not to go 

there at all because he now lived at too far a distance to walk. They exist 

because it seemed superfluous to the modern Jew to maintain a traditional law 

which had once well organized and controlled the Jewish co~unity but which was 

now superfluous as we came as citizens under another law, a law which once had 

ennobled but now sometimes worked hardships, a law which maintained that the 

woman whose husband was declared missing in action could not remarry until it 

could be proven by actual witnesses to his death that he had died, although the 

state allowed her to pick up the shattered fragrnentv of her life. It seemed 

anachronistic to maintai n a law which said that a divorced woman uho f ell in love 

and was· loved by a decent citizen of the communit~ whose ancestors two thousand 
I • 

years ago happened to be priests could not marry that man. Refv~- •a·'""!~ -
exists be~ause the critical spirit, the phllo sophic sp:tri t, the -scientific spirit 

of our century could no longer accept the belief in a personal messiah -- as the 

Bible had not accepted that belief; - bedause we could not pray for the re~sta­

blishment or the Temple and of the sacrificial cult because God forbid that that 

cult be reestablishedJ because we could not include in our prayers a pYea for 

the resurrection of the body because we -- and the Bible -- did not believe in 

the resurrection of the body. Refonn -- dissent -- exists because we wished to 
' 

bring our women into our congregations at our side, to ·renect the essential 

spirit of Jewish life which has always venerated the woman, rather · than the legal 

spirit or Jewish life which reduced her to second place, which held that she 

must sit in the balcony while we sit downstairs, or sit at one side of a barrier 

while we sit at the ot.her. Religious dissent exists because we w~ted a wider 

variety vf musical experience in our synagogue than simply the sung voice; 

because we wanted a greater dignity to our service·sJ we wanted our emotional 

experience of prayer to be one in brief rather than one which was so extensive 

as to be too demanding of time. ,The religious dissent, my friends, came into 
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being because Judaism was clothed in Medieval clothes, and because it had so 

long bean dressed in these clothes that many had forgotten that these clothes 

in themselves were reforms, that the religion of the nineteenth ce1tury was 

different trom the religion of Maimonides, that the practices of Maimonides were 

different from the practices of Akiba, that the practices of Akiba were different 

from those of Ezra, and that the practices of Ezra were different from those of 

David, and that the practices of David were different again from those of Moses. 

These practices of ·Medieval Jewish life -- this Medieval dress -- prevented maJ\V 

trom realizing the heart of gold which pil.sated in the Jewish frame-work, and we 

insisted, we demanded, that it become apparent to all that there was t l is heart 

of gold -- this vital, essential, elemen~_. affirr.iation of God., of prayer, of 

the dignity of man and the importance of justice and of righteo sness. 

These Herman Wouk has overlooked. He has fcreotten that it i s because 

there were religions of dissent that there is an;y Judaism tod~, that had it not 
r 

been tor the creation of Reform and of its sister Conservative fait h and approaches 

there would be simply a continuous streaming out, a continuous denial, where 

today there is a religious revival and religious rea.ffirmc1.tion. I ndeed, t e 

reverse case could be made out -- that it is not Reform which is the easy 

discipline but Orthodoay which is the easy discipline. It is much easier to 

know that there is some authority to which you c~n go to find the answer .L,o all 

of your questions, who will tell you exactly what must be done and what must not 

be done, what must be practiced and what must not be practiced, than to seek a 

form of worship which is not only discipline but creative, which demands that you 

creatively, affirmatively involve yourself in the creation of new disciplines, 

which demands that you experiment as well as affirm. 

But having said this, it remains true that This Is My God is a healthy 

tonic to an age which has moved beyond skepticism, but has not yet removed into 

piety. We have built great synagogues, w have established fine educational 
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institutions. There is a religious revival -- in quotation marks -- in our 

Jewish people as in America generally. But you and I know that prayer is still 

practiced by absence, that God is still affirmod as an idenl rather th ctn as a 

living vitality, that there are few who can affirmatively, easily, unaffectedly 

speak of these spiritual essential significances of Jc-·1ish life without feeling 

that they are soroohow unmodern, outdated, passe. Herman Wouk is a modern man. 

He is fully aware of science and of its implications. He is fully aware of the 

new spirits of philosophy and the new learning of the social sciences. And it 

is good to know, it is heartwarming to know that he aff:irms as you affirm, less 

~tioulately perhaps, by your presence at services that there is a God, that 

there lives a God, and that we affirm that God. 

Amen. 

"As for mo", he writes, "I declare my fa:i.th that our history i ,:, not 
meaningless, anri that nihilism is a hallucination of sick men. God 
li vas, and we arc his people, chosen t i) live by his nrUne and his law 
until the day when the Lo- d will be one and his name one. We are 
nothing at all, or we are a people apart, marked by history for a 
fate embracing the heights and the depths of the human experience. 
!e live; and ue live in a time when we can draw breath in f'r0edom 
and renew our starved-out strength. 

"Chosen for what?" the capt in of ,_n Israeli luxury liner s . id to 
me with a bitter sr.iile that showed ... hat he had come from Nazi Ger­
many. "Chosen for sorrow?" 

For that too; that is a truth we know. This choosinrr W3S not a 
choosing that - to thia hour - any other nation would ask for. 'fhe 
Jews had descended from Abraham. The knowledge of God was in their 
blood. They said "yes" at Sinai because they could do no other, 
and they entered on a history more dark than bright, more blood­
staj_ned than green. But that history is their name, their meaning, 
and our glory." 



The Problem of Prayer 

God cannot be much of an Almighty, it has long since been observed, if 

anything we say in prayer is new to him, or useful, or capable of having an effect. 

If God exists, he is omniscient. If he knows everything, he knows the future, 

including any future prayers that we may utter. If he knows the future, it is for 

practical purposes fixed; and if the future is fixed, prayer is waste motion, the 

moving of pieces after the game is over. I figured out this neat dead end, or 

read it somewhere, at the age of twelve or thirteen, and maybe I stopped praying 

for a while; I cannot remember. 

But if I did I started again pretty soon. Dead end or no, a man wants to 

praise God for the marvels of life, and to ask to be spared its terrors if 

possible, and to give thanks for what he has in hand, in health, family, and work. 

He wants to, that is, if a sense will not leave him that God is there. In Judaism 

praying for benefits is a very small part of the liturgy. Most of it is commitments 

of one's fortunes to God, and meditation on sacred writings which put in clear 

words the few great points of our religinn. Its daily aim is a renewal of 

religious energy through an act which declares one's Jewish identity and one's 

hope in the Lord. 

As to whether any material difference in this life results from prayer, who 

can say? How does one set up the controls of the experiment? One can spin 

paradoxes about God in action by the hour; they prove nothing at all, and since 

the eighteenth century they have mainly interested sophomores. Huckleberry Finn 

prayed for a fishing pole, and got a pole and no hooks, whereupon he gave up 

religion as an econanic recoUDse. It_ is a perfect parable. Nevertheless Moses 

prayed and Miriam was cured of her leprosy. Whether she would have been cured 

without the prayer, there is no earthly way of knowing. If you believe in 

fatality, prayer is nothing. If you believe in God, the prayer of a man is an 



event; not necessar~ly a decisive event, or we would all have our fishing poles 

with hooks when we wanted them, but a new element in a situation, like a birth. 

No doubt there is much sanctimoniousness in the world, and a lot of empty 

mumbling is passed off as devotion. A man of urbanity may feel embarrassed at 

taking part in ceremonies where that sort of thing can occur. I am not sure my 

urbanity is quite up to the mark. Sometimes, all too often, my own praying has 

been depressingly mechanical. But sometimes I have felt a sense of communication 

with the Force that took the trouble to give me life. 



It was my lot to reach quite young what many people consider the dream life 

of America: success by my own efforts, a stream of dollars to spend, a penthouse 

in New York, forays to Hollywood, the companionshio of pretty women, all before I 

was twenty-four. It was nothing impressive I did: I was only a staff writer for 

the great radio humorist Fred Allen: but there [ was in the realms of gold. I 
• 

dreamed of higher success as a playwright or novelist -- like my Noel Airman in 

Marjorie Morningstar, all I want~d was a succession of hits -- but even as I lived 

this conventional smart existence of inner show business, and dreamed the 

conventional dreams, it all seemed thin. I was not sated or revolted. But I 

found myself unable to believe, deep down, that hits plus random pleasure would 

ever add up to a life. It left out my identity. 



The formula of dissent made a pleasant compranise for people who wan"be~ 
. I ~ ~ 

easier life than the law asks, who haw little training and yet want~ taste of 

Judaism. 

f 
There has been a~ known cascading fran Orthodox to Conservat~ve 8Pld 

from Conservative to Reform groups. The dissenting movements can scarcely wish 

for the disappearance of Orthodoxy. Their existence more or less depends on a 

main body of Mosaic followers who write the holy scrolls, study the classics, 

keep faith at its picturesque maximum and provide a~ of strength and 

renewal for the less demanding denominations. The great~ akness of both Con­

servative and Reform Judaism is their tendency to run down without constant 

infusion of Orthodox-trained new blood. 



As for me, I declare my faith that our history is not meaningless, and that 

nihilism is a hallucination of sick men. God lives, and we are his people, chosen 

to live by his name and his law until the day when the Lord will be one and his 

name one. We are nothing at all, or we are a people apart, marked by history for 

a fate embracing the heights and the depths of the human experience. We live; and 

we live in a time when we can draw breath in freedom and renew our starved-out 

strength. 

"Chosen for what?" 

a bitter smile that showe 

the captain of an Israeli luxury liner said to me with 
. I 

he cane from Nazi Germany. "Chosen for sorrow?" 

For that too; that is a truth we know. This choosing was not a choosing 

that -- to this hour -- any other nation would ask for. The Jews had descended 

from Abraham. The knowledge of God was in their blood. They said "yes" at Sinai 

because they could do no other, and they entered on a history more dark than 

bright, more bloodstained than green. But that history is their name, their 
t) LI 

meaning, and ~hek glory. 
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