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Introduction 

TOWARDS A PHILOSOPHY OF JEWISH SURVIVAL 

Mid-morning. A middle-aged rabbi in Pendleton shirt and gray flannel slacks, 

seated on a bench in front of a rustic lodge. A dozen or so campers sprawled on the grass. 

Sunshine. A not untypical camp institute scene. The Institute had invited me to lead a 

discussion on the theme: why be a Jew? I had prepared a two-word response: why not? 

Everyone must have an identity. We are shaped by and belong to one or several communities. 

The iargon term is reference groups. No one is iust himself. I could think of mca,y labels less 

noble and of many religious cultures less inspiring and colorful than ours, $0 why not be a Jew? 

As a child I complained long and loud when my parents insisted that the family be 

together each Fri day night around the Sabbath table and that I give up schoolyard basebal I for 

a~er-school Hebrew lessons. But I came to appreciate the ties of family and, in retrospect, am 

grateful that I was nurtured by a coherent religious culture rather than by the inconsistent 

values and disintegrating structures, not to mention the wlgarity, which mark so much of 

our world. I do not want my children to have a mass media identity. I have been a child and 

I am ,a parent, and I can testify that a Jewish home end the Jewish world can be an emotionally 

cur and culturally exciting environment. So, why not be a Jew? 

Such reasoning may satisfy a flfty-year-old who has enioyed his Jewish experience and 

ha com to tenns with himself, but it cannot satisfy a restless you".19 adult who is eager to 

1 oov r for himself who he is and what life is all about. At eighteen or twenty-two, you wca,t 

h st, ot iust the familiar. A young adult wanb to hy his own road, not settle for the 

lifi of hi parents. There are so many places to go and experiences to sawr. My two-word 

ponse turned into a week-long c:onvenatlon which ranged over theology, phllosophy, polltfcs, 

itution of Jewish life, ethics and the realltl• of being a Jew In a convulsed world. 

I h itate to cal I what fol lows a dlalogue, not only becauae this Is not the tranacrlptlon 
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of a tape, but because I did not restrict myself to the role of a passive adult who sets such a 

high value on the expression of feelings that he is unwilling to correct errors of fact or challenge 

youth~I dogmatism. I am not by temperament a facilitator. I am a rabbi. I have convictions 

and I am prepared to defend them. I tried as best I could to disabuse those who offered misin­

formation and to force eveayone to take a second and third look at conventional assumptions. 

Though I'm pleased to be told that I am a good listener, I wanted in the week we would spend 

together to present ideas and a cha I lenge. 

Our conversation took place at a particular time, in a particular context and among a 

particular group of people. Most were unmarried, products of middle-class homes, suburban 

school systems, and the late nineteen-seventies. They were sufficiently involved in Jewish 

life to risk a week at such a camp. A few had toured Israel. Though a number were, or had 

been, active in their congregations, none considered themselves pious. They did not ask for, and 

I did not present, an outline of basic Judaism. The issues were personal. They asked whether 

it was possible for Judaism to play an enhancing role in their lives. Several had come slmply 

to be with friends, but most seemed interested in the problem to which we kept returning: why 

be a Jew? 

As we began, I recognized that earlier rabbis rarely had to face this question. In their 

day few questioned the fitness of the familiar ways and customs of their community. A Jew was 

a Jew and that was the whole of It. The outside world knew them to be Jews. Their dom•tlc 

world provided a tightly woven web of custom and commandments which shaped their routines, 

gov a particular color to their penonallties, and provided the shvcture of a close-«nlt com­

munal life. Education was parochl I. Relatlonshlps were regulated by reltglous tradition. You 

re married under a huppah. When a son was born there was a brls. When a parent cled you sat 

h1vah. Belonging to th Jewish people w not only a fact of llfe but the detennlnatlve fact -
of their live not only In vltable but proclalmed a bl ng. Thay accepted the myth that God 

had decla d I rael an am-s!Rulah, a people MDltclally beloved to Him, and had given them a 
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central role in His plans for the world. 

In their day, they struggled to do their duty rather than to know themselves. Self-awareness 

is a mixed blessing. The chi Id is comfortable as he is; the adult talks nervously of a need to 

find himself~ In the ancient world where change occurred at a snail's pace, philosophers 

taught that nothing new appears under the sun; and most folk agreed. History's sign was a 

serpent with its head in its mouth. People knew who they were, where they fitted into their 

community, and what values and skills to teach their children. Classic literature, like the 

Bible or Homer's epics, was generally written in the third person and described wars and ad-

ventures rather than an individual's interior life. A settled society focuses Its imagination on 
\ 

events rather than in emotions. Personal feelings were not special enough to be interesting. 
I 

Our world is a quite different place. Ties the ancients took for granted have become for us 

problematic. Our literature tends to be an exploration of private feelings. We are keenly aware 

of our individuality, less likely to be submissive to authority and more likely to be anxious 

about ourselves. 

Perhaps our deepest fear, next to the fear of loneliness, is that we may be wasting our 

energies and days in misguided pursuits. His myths reassured the Jew that he was doing what he 

should be doing. God had given his ancestor full and clear Instructions about right and vm>ng. 

Instruction is, by the wa,, the root meca,ing of Torah. Because God had made known His 

commandments, the Jew's life was graced by the peace of mind which comes from conffdence 

·n the direction of one's efforts and from that buoyancy of spirit which derlv• from being sure 

that God is in control and that all wlll tum out right In the end. Few Jews could have described 

·u ow obedi nc to Torah would bring about their redemption or haten the mlllenlum, but 

they knew it would. Th Messiah would be one of theln, dayyenu, that was enough for them. 

A word about my u of the nn, myth. I use It to d•crf be a story that Is canong the 

p cious posse1mo of a cl ty be~ .. It explal111 the mysterf• and meaning of Ur.. A myth 

1 true b cause It I II ed 
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analysis. Myths express the truths which defy scientific analysis and so allow a culture to 

express dynamic truths. Myth animates ideas and so is a uniquely effective vehicle to express 
I 

assumptions about value, wisdom and purpose which otherwise defy language. 

Unti I quite recently, for the Jew to cease being a Jew required apostasy~ Everywhere 

Jews were a barely tolerated minority, and over the centuries some converted under threat 

while others could not resist the economic and social oppoltunities which were reserved to the 

re ligious maiority; but conversion was rarely a matter of sincere conviction. There was little 

that was spiritually compelling in the wa, the dominant religions presented themselves. 

Christianity and Islam were the enemy. A gospel of love might be taught in the churches, but 

the J ew associated the Cross with the CnJSader's lance and with pastors who, during Holy Week, 

exhorted their flock to attack the Christ killers. The sword of Islam was equally ferocious and, 

in Dar-al-Islam, the practice of religious persecution was endemic. 

Our situation is quite other. There are bridges across the rellgious divide. We share 

the privilege of citizenship in a pluralistic society. The old rhetoric can still be heam', 'only 

if you ioin us wil I you be saveir I or 'God doesn't hear the prayen of Jews;' but most folk, 
I 

certainly most Jews, think of other religions as complementary wa,s to splrltual growth. There 

i a social comity in our communities which the medleval Jew did not enioy and probably could 

t have imagined. The identity issue was once a lmgely polltlcal Issue. Today the self­

confident and se lf-validating assumptions with which rabbinic culture Insulated the Jew and with 

w ·ch Church teachings isolated the Christian are no longer accepted uncrltlcally; Indeed, they 

ar daily brought into question by the freedom of our soclal llves. Children of all faiths mix 

nd m1ngl in school, sports, and society. Lifelong afftllatlon 11 no longer lnevltable or 

n cessarily applauded. As h grows up, almost awry young penon wlll aalc at 10me point, 

hy • I main a • • • 

clal and re l g o condltl of J II 
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Europe. Those few Jews who remain in places like f.Aorocco and Tun,sia exist on tolerance and 

are subiect to a wide variety of social restrictions. Their Jewish identity is inescapable. In 

the Soviet Union where 'Jew' is passport designation, atheism a dogma of the party, and 

Zionism a crime, the identity issue is still a political issue. A young Israeli ,peaks He~rew, 

learns Jewish history in school, never worries that the Hebrew University will schedule regis­

tration on Yom Kippur and lives under political tensions which create a considerable distance 

and suspicion between him and ·his Arab neighbors. For him, the identity problem is quite 

di fferent than it is for American Jews. 
. 

Our talk reflected the conditions of the Ameriean diaspora where options do not exist: 
I 

one can be active in a congregation or Hillel chapter, sit at the feet of a gun,, hitch one's 

destiny to a back-to-the-soil communitarian experiment, ioln an anarchist cell, The Jewish 

Defense League or The Jewish Peace Fellowship - separately or sequentially. 

At first my group spoke as if identity decisions represented entirely private commitments 

without social or family consequence. They thought of themselves as autonomous and self­

reliant. I argued througho,,T,t hope persuasively, that questions of Identity cannot be disen­

tangled from political or social consideratians. A non-observant Jew or a Jew who practices 

TM, or even one who converts to Christianity, may find, to his surprise, that he continues to 

b seen as a Jew by friends, neighbors and employers; he may even, again to his su1prise, 

find that he still sometimes thinks in these tenns. Even In the aft-ennath of World War II 

when evidence of the Holocaust shocked many non-Jews Into a recognition of their participation 

in genteel preiudice, being Jewish was rarely allowed to be a matter purely of private can-

cience. Certainly it is not now as mer,orles of the Holocaust dim and questions of ethnic and 

ligious quotas are debated across the land. I've yet to meet a college admlalons officer who 

ldn't t II me how many Jews there are In an entering class or a senior executive who didn't 

now which of his top assistants was J wl h. 

Th qu Ion, 'why be a Jew,' can be treated with theoretlcal detachment only by thOle 

o ~"-m th qu tion is not an Immediate one and their theorizing Is ltkely to be more 
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intellectually than personally satisfying. Religious decisions are exlstential decisions which 

grow out of private needs, not analytic decisions which grow out of the force of conceptual 

analysis. I tried to focus our discussion on 'becoming an active Jew' rather than defining an 

abstract Judaism; and tried to deal with the questions they raised within the context of shared 

experiences. I believe Judaism to be a helpful, and I would even say inspired, tradition, but 

I've never met anyone who became a more envolved and active Jew because someone success­

fully debated the tradition's comparative merit. 

Questions clustered around personal issues: can living as a Jew be an ennobling and 

healing experience; and does the world-wide community of Jews play a consequential role in 

what a traditional thinker would call God's plans and most at the Institute simply called 

ci vi Ii zation? 

In tenns of pure logic, there is no unassailable ratlonale of Jewish survival• nor, for 

that matter, of any religious tradition. There is no totally convincing argument why a Jew 

ought to remain a Jew; or, a Christian a Christian, or a Communist a Communist. Survival is 

a given, not a demonstrable argument. 

Some Jews simply respect and love their parents; for them afflllatlon is slmply a continu­

ation of family. Some Jews are detennined to be Jews to spite those who are detennl.,.d to 

d stroy the Jews. Emil Fackenheim has written that since the Holocaust an eleventh command­

m nt exists: you shal I not give to Hitler a posth"mous victory. Othen are moved to be active 

out of a deep and sometimes unexpected emotional response to the State of Israel, not slmply 
I 

because 1t is there or because It it ts theln, but because Israel represents a triumph of the human 

pir1t. Mankind can be brutallzed, yet the human spirit 11 lndomltable. The victims of the 

Holocaust built a State. Clvlllzatlon rm rise from the cahes. 

Life establish Its own right to be. On the most el mental level, I am because I am. 

I hav an inalienabl rl ht to be what I am orwllh to be. The Jawlsh peopl 11 beCGUN Jews are. 

Jews gave Europe an~ Clvlll bl and Its vlllon of IOClal Judice. Islam derived 
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its unitarian theology and its patterns of worship from the Torah tradition. In the Middle Ages 

Jews brought civilization to Europe when they translated much of the literary and philosophic 

legacy of Greece from Arabic and Syrian into Latin and the languages of the West~ In the 

fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries Jews taught Protestant Europe to read the Bible in its original 
l 

Hebrew and to value the careful study of Scripture. In the nineteenth century Jewish social 

thought stimulated many of the political reformers who set about establishing a classless social 
L 

order~ This smal I community has been remarkably creative, but abstract discussions of Jewish 

contributions to civilization, however historically interesting, are not personally compelling. 

I am convinced that it is best to begin any discussion of 'why be a Jew' on a personal 
l 

level. The importance of the survival of J\daism for the world is a question that cannot be 

overlooked, but the thrust of our discussion would be to determine the consequences for the 

Jew of active involvement in Jewish life. What can/does being Jewish mean? Will I be a 
I 

better person for it? What can I find in Judaism which allows me to grow, to become, to 

transcend my limitations? 

There was a good bit of resistance) which I found quite childish, on the grounds that 

Judaism was familiar and that our new age required new attitudes. I found myself often repeating 
J 

the obvious: that what is new is not necessarily better, and what is different is not necessarily 

more distinguished and that, in any case, we cannot iump out of our souls. In detenninlng the 

future, talents and force of will are important, but, to a surprising degree, we become what 

we become because of the place in which we flnd ounelves and the influences which bear 

upon us. I am what I am because of my family, because of the school Ing that was avai I able 

o me, because of the social context in which I grew up and now llve, because I had a Jewish 

home and a Jewish education. Part of my identity Is a given, but my mature Identity Is ca, 

achievement . I am not a carbon copy of my parents. 

I believe In the far mystery. I believe that the 111rvlwl of the Jewish people Is of 

co equence to th world. I belleve that God endowed Jewlah history with slgnlftrmce. How 
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else explain our significance to civilization despite quite limited numbers? In almost every 

field of letters and research Jews have made a noticeable contribution. I also believe that it 

is foolish to try to unravel the mystery. I have always been put off by writers who know God's 

mind and often quote the rabbi who advised his colleagues: nseek not to explain God's ways to 
I 

man for these are beyond your understanding • 11 

I do not know how the tomorrows of Jewish history will affect the world, but I know 

that our past has ennobled many. I know that because of my exposure to this people, its 

sacrifices and its heroism; and because of my exposure to this tradition, its wisdom and its 

humanity, I have been helped to grow into a sensitive and responsible humaa, being. 

As I took the experience of being Jewish into myself, I found that I was not only 

encouraged to be part of a long-lived, historic and courageous people, but that my life had 

taken on a satisfying shape and that I had gained a sense of purpose and confidence in my 

purposes. So I have concluded that the value of Judaism for the Individual and the reason for 

the survival of the Jewish people is that it al lows us to shape our lives within a grand, rich and 

' 
wise religious civi Ii zation. How do I know? I know. It happened to me. 

What fol lows, then, is not systematic theology but some penonal reflectlons on the 

question, 'why be a Jew.' Since I believe that Judaism Is best and correctly deffned as a 

living, developing tradition, as the religious civfllzatlon of the Jewish people, rather than as 

a formal and unchanging doctrine or way of life, I have attempted to sugg•t how we can bind 

ourselves to a dynamic tradition and be enlivened by lb force. Th .. pag• present a wa, of 

thinking about being Jewish and about becoming an active Jew which, I hope, has the value 

of at least asking the right questions. 



Chapter 1 

DOING WHAT COMES NATURALLY 

- We had met on the bus and disous■ion began without preamble. 

I was immediately challenged. It doean•t bother me that I'm a Jew 

and that's what bothers me. I've no major theological hang-upa, but 

I want my religious decisions to be positive ones. Being Jewish or 

being anything has to make• difference in me, and that's the problem. 

~ ~ 

My home is much like the Smith's next door. I went to Sabbath School 

and John went to Sunday School, but•• Far•• I can see the only 

difference religion makea la that we celebrate holiday■ at different 

times of the year. We've gone to the same achoola, we like the 118me 

music, end we generally think alike. I suppose there were aome minor 

differences in table talk. My parent■ ■poke about the Holoc■u■t 

and Israel. My grandparents often told me how clo•e-knit Jewi ■h 

families were and took pride in the large number of Jewi ■h Nobel 

Prize winners; but I can't Feel that th••• conversation• made me 

different and, in any case, they dealt with pa■t or ■omeone el ■•'• 

ccomplishment. For me the question i• peraon■l and immediate. If 

I'm to become an active Jew, I w■nt my involvement to add ■omething 

ignificant to my life, and I'm not ■1.r• that it can or will. 

I asked them to be patient with their p.-■an■l •xpre■■ion■• 

We'd get to them. If au-- di ■cu■■ian■ war• ta be m■■ningrul, it wa■ 

important that we agree on term■ and und•r■tand our t■rm■ •• cla.-ly 

-po ible o that•• would make ••n•• ta •■ah athar. But patience 

doe not come naturally ta young •ager ■ind■• 

- If I ever need• religion I'll rind one that•• good far••• 

Until then I'll r ■rve Judg■ent. 

1 
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I gave up my attempt at being ayetematic. No one acquire■ 

a religion by going shopping one day and picking oFr the reek a re-

ligious garment which happens to catch their eye. Religion involve■ 

what we are, not what we wear; you can't decide in the morning 

whet religion you'll wear that day. 

We derive our identity From experience■, From our environ­

ment end from reflection on all that happen• to ua. We are born into 

a given family, community, end culture and ■re conditioned by our 

world long before we begin to think critically about ita value■. A .. 

child does not es yet separate his &elF From all that happens about 

him. He lives, as an animal livea, largely by doing whet come■ 

naturally. As we mature, as our mind and !magi.nation develop, wa 

begin to make judgment about our environment. A ■ we graw we weave 

into en identity idea which have come tau■ from our parent■, our 

reading, the talk and action■ oF our rrlend■, televi ■ion, ■nd our 

private reflections end experience■ . 

We become not only what our talent• ■nd our will allow u■ 

to become but, to a large degree, what home, ■chool, and culture 

permit us to become. Life m■y take ua r■r Prom au.- root■ but,•• 

Or. Fr ud taught, we never free our elv•• completely or them. In 

r igi ,ou mattera the community'• rellglou■ ■pirlt ■lw■y• precede■
 

n ndivldu l' faith. Jud■i- ■eem• n■ta.r■l ■nd camfart■bl• to 

m hile Hindu! daa not. Jud■i- ••••reality to which I h■d to 

pond wh reaa Hindul ■m w■■ • di ■t■nt ■b■tr■ction which did not 

mping on my d velopment. 

- Wit• minute. I do •Y ho■ewark. Na one doe■ it far •• 
• 

cho e my m jar nd I'll chaa■■ y care.-. Na an■ 1• going ta tell 

what to do. 

Did you• 

About• c nt y 

■ J■■n Trufraut rll■ a■ll ■d Th■ Wild Child? 

a in Fr■na■ • boy ••• abandoned by hi• p■r■nt■ ■nd 

, 
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raised by wolves. When he was found at about the age or nine he 

was not only illiterate and Fearful of human contact but unable to u■e 

speech to communicate ideas. His environment had been wild and sa 

was he. 

- But that's a movie. 

It was based on an actual case. Without family, schools, 

books, music, Friends, we would not develop more than• Few rudi­

mentary survival skills. 

There are no selF-made people. George Bernard Shaw said it 

with customary verve: "Independence, that'• middle-cla■a blasphemy. 

We are all dependent on one another, every aoul of u■ on earth." The 

wild child had only hie instinct■ ta rely on. Adults can make sophis­

ticated decisions precisely because aa children we absorbed idea■ and 

skills others had developed and were t•~ht ~o use that knowledge to 

enhance our lives. 

- You're saying be a Jew becau■e your parent■ are Jew■ and I 
. 

can't buy that. I don't vote the way my parent■ do. Our political 

ideas are miles apart. Why should I war■hip •• they do if our re­

ligious ideas aren't the same? , 

You've mistaken my paint. I'm not arguing that you mu■t become 

wh t your parent■ are. That'• m■nifeatly not true. I'm ■aying that 

you h ve internalized many Jewiah attitude■ and are pa■itian■d ta 

m k the mot of the Jewi ■h way and that it i• unlikely that you could 

gin much from a tradition who■e attitude■ ■nd value■ were not 

n t ral to you .. I'm ugge■ting the natural benefit of building your 

within a familiar framework. 

- There were ■till ■tatem■nt■ ta be ■ad■ • - Anathar-vaic■ - cgt -1-ns -

Ir d about tho• prayer bre■kf■■t■ whar• ■■natar■, bu■ine■■m■n, and 

g n r 1 begin th day with baw■d head■ ■nd then apend th• r■■t of th■ 

d y m nlpul ting th• lever■ or pow.,... Aren't they• bunch or hypocrite■? 
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The calm voice of reason, obviously my voicei If we are 

going to talk intelligently about religion you must learn not to 

dismiss out of hand experiences and attitudes that you do not under­

stand or agree with. Let me give you an exaq,le of what I mean. 

In April of 1979, under not so gentle pressure from the United States, 

the Prime Minister of Israel, Menachem Begin, and the President of 

Egypt, Anwar Sadat, met at Camp David to draw up terms for a peace 

conference between their nations. When the negotiations were sue-

cessfully completed, a public ceremony was organized at the White 

House for the formal signing of the accords. On that occasion each 

of the heads of state made an appropriate speech. I remember being 

struck that each man, during the course of his remarks, quoted the 

same line from the prophet Isaiah: •They shall beat their swords 

into plough shares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation 

shall not lift up sword against nation. Neither shall they learn 

war any more." The next day Sadat and Begin put the peace conference 

behind and went up to the Bill to petition Congress to sell more 

rms to their respective military forces, and the American President .., 

held a press conference in which he explained the treaty in the cold 

t rm of gee-politics • . 

Politicians have been known to quote scripture for no better 

. o e than to gain votes, but I am convinced that in this case 

ch 1 der spoke from the heart. Each is a confirmed believer, 

n ct a rather traditional believer. Jinny Carter affirms an 

v g lie 1 form of Protestant. Christianity, Menachem Begin prac­

c orthodox Judaism and Anwar Sadat follova the Sunni tradition . . 

o I lam. Why then th sudden hift fro a viaion of peac to an 

g nd of n tion 1 d fens? Aa traditional believ ra thy know that 

'a speech begin, •in th end of daya it •hall come to pa•••" 
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and that it describes a utopian future rather than a practical 

possibility for our times. Each has been taught by his tradition 

that realistic prudence as well as prophetic commitment are required 

of human beings, at least as long as the world remains unredeemed. 

- Are you suggesting that religion tolerates, even applauds, 

military preparations? Aren't war and guns the interests of the 

devi l rather than of God? 

In order to be a peacemaker you must be alive. I take it to 

• 
be a sign of wisdom that Judaism has a sensitive appreciation of the 

complex emotions which course in the human soul and of the mixture 

of morality and greed which govern the politics in which human beings 

engage. Judaism was the first among the religions of mankind to 

project the vision of universal peace, but our sages also taught: 

'if one comes to kill you, kill him first.• A religious tradition 
• 

which did not offer practical advice for the ye ars until the Messiah 

arrives would fail its conmunity. 

- Define religion. As I had hoped, the conversation had 

come back t o the starting line. 

Harvey Cox defines religion as "that cluster of memories 

and myths , rites and customs, ideas and institutions, that pulls 

together the life of a person or group into a meaningful whole.• A 

religion· certifies and confirms a group'• aspiration• and values. 

Human beings need to feel that there is more to life than fruatra-

on, ·11ness and the grave. Put bluntly we need to know that they 

r not running around in circles. our religion asaure• ua ve'r 

following a s tr ight and direct path. 

we did not choose to be born. We will di not by choice or, 

"f w die natur lly, at a ti of our chooain9. Life i• not only 

b f but confu ing. w cannot prov that on way of life i• bett r 
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than another or that the goals we have formulated are worthwhile or 

attainable: yet, because we are thinking beasts we need to believe 

that what we do is right and that our conmitments have been intelli­

gently chosen and that their effect will be consequential. We need 

t o find life an ennobling and exciting experience rather than a 

bitter life sentence without hope of parole. To do so, we must 

resolve the contradictions of our existence, .whlch is _what our re­

ligious structures do for us. Every society has, or has had, a 
~ 

religious component for the good reason that no group can function 

successfully unless it is satisfied that its energies are directed 

meaningfully, that its values are valid and that its efforts <will 
. 

be rewarded. The religious need is as natural and as necessary as 

the need to love and be loved. Religions exist because we cannot 

manage without them. 

Animals respond out of instinct to their environment and 

consequently lack this religious need. They struggle to survive 

as we do but they are not blessed, or is it cursed, by curiosity. 

Alone among animate creatures, .the human is aware of being alive 

and conscious that life is full of contradictions and options: all 

too brief and often terribly bruising. We cannot help wondering 

ht life is and what death is and whether there is any purpose to 

11 our exert i ons. Nor can we help wondering whether we know what 

right nd what we can or should do to make our world a better 

pl ce. 

Apparently we can tol rat any thought except the poasi-

il ty th t l i fe i chaotic and aiml ••• cannot aurviVi, certainly 

not anely or uccee fully, caught in a web of paralysing doubt. 

something i n ach of ua r ch• out to appn,priat hope and aning. 

P ychologi t will to beli • u aa• of tb milt-in 
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primitives of our emotional apparatus. We need to feel that there 

is a way that we ought to go, a way which will give meaning and grace 

to what would otherwise be a hapless journey. On the High Holidays 

Jews read a portion of the book of Deuteronomy which includes the 

imperative: "Choose life." Someone once said to me, why make such 

a todo about the inevitable? we have no other choice. Actually, 

we do. Being alive is not the same as feeling alive. Without hope 

and a vision, a religion, each day is a burden. Caught up in a 

vision each day is an opportunity. Religion allows the human being 

to experience life as a challenging journey rather than a joyless 

endurance contest. I could give you a number of sophisticated 

definitions of religion: but perhaps it's easiest to simply quote 

Salvador be Madriaga: "religion is all that we do to prove to our­

selves that God is not mad.N 

--You've been speaking · of individual needs and hopes. How 

does a private vision become a religion with millions of members? 

we are by nature social beings. The sense of assurance, the 

vision, may begin with one man: an Abraham, a Paul, a Mohammed: but, 

inevitably, others are caught up in it, and a religion emerges. 

- I thought religions taught us how to qualify for Heaven. 

You focus religion on the here and now. 

Religions consist of the insights, symbols, rituals and ethi­

c 1 principles by which a society confirnaa a certain order and af-

inns a particular hope. Inmortality is one possible form of a 

rel'gion's redemptive promise. The various r li9ion• hold out a 

v r ety of promises: long lif, b alth and wealth, th lasting aig­

nif cance of your 1 bore, a Meaaiah, a l4e aianic Ave, peace of lllind, 

Promised Land, triYNI., r ........... •• Aryan conqu at, th victory 

o the proletari t, and vb look not at the lot and recoQniz 
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how varied the particular hopes are, it becomes apparent that to be 

redeemed means simply to feel that your values are confirmed, your 

efforts significant, and that your . influence will have some lasting 

value. 

Those who survived the German death camps have conmented 

that prisoners remained sane as long as they could hold on to any 

kind of hope. When they gav~ up on the possibility of escape, . on an _ 

Allied victory or on God, they rushed the electrified fences. Re­

ligion is the mechanism through which a sgciety lifts up and certi­

fies hope. Faith is our individual appropriation of that hope. We 

are religious not because we believe but because we need to believe 

and, whether we are conscious of the fact or not, we all believe. 

- But I'm not religious. A ripple of laughter ran through 

the group. 

Then you don't know yourself, or, more likely, you are 

using, without being conscious of the fact, a conventional and in­

stitutional definition of religion. You're saying, are you not, that 

you are not involved in what happens in your synagogue? I'm 

saying tha~ to understand religion, you must be willing to look 

beyond institutional affiliation to the phenomenon itself. Religion 

i not the sum of the activities that takes place within a religious 

·n titution or which are labeled as religious in ordinary speech: 

but the cluster of ideas, values and hopes which we accept on faith, 

know" to be right and which guarantee to us that our lives are 

e ningful. No.t everyone belongs to a church or synagogue, but 

yone operates with a set of religioua beli fa. 

- I don't follow. 

I'm ur that you beli v in d1aocracy and juatic. You be-

ieve th tour world can mad a bett r plac. You think you can 

h p your lif and find fulf il.1.1111mt. Tb.... ar COIIIDOn ough 



convictions. On· what basis do you hold them? 

- They're right. 

How do you know? 

- Everyone agrees. 

Not so. In China the individual is taught to subordinate 

his ego to the collective. Harmony, not initiative, is the standard: 

the individual has no inalienable rights, and the function of the 

state is to organize duties equitably. Chairman Mao taught: "We 

must all learn the spirit of absolute sel~lessness .• to proceed in 

all cases from the interests of the people and not from one's sole 

interest." The assumptions of Mao's Little Red Book are no more 

scientific than those you live by: and both are,·in fact, religious 

positions though both you and he, or his ghost, may object to the 

label. 

As in every other aspect of life, one must learn to be dis­

criminating in matters religious. Every religion consecrates a par­

ticular set of actions which it declares to be necessary if redemp­

tion is to be realized. Some religions promulgate their views by 

example, others by coercion. Some traditions go out aggressively to 

convert the "unenlightened". Others approve actions which restrict 
. 

the rights of non-believers. Puritanical attempts to enforce Sunday 

Blue Laws or denomin tional pressures to re-introduce prayer into the 

public schools re cases in point. In matter• religious, u in moat 

other aspects of life, the old adage appli a: 'by th ir deeds shall 

you know them. ' 

- Above the Ark.in our ynagocJU th r i• a wooden replica 

of the stone tablet on which Noa• inciaed tbe '1'en 

I've alway thought o 

her fore, of church 

purpose. 

thica ligi .. and, , 

111atitation• of ai■ilar 

. 



10 

Religion includes but transcends ethics. The ethical goal 

is goodness. The religious goal is redemption. 

- I;>efine your terms. 

Ethics are the norms by which we manage our day-to-day re­

lations as honorably as we can. Ethics deals with right and wrong 

in contextual terms. It asks pragmatic questions about practical 

benefits. A religion's understanding of redemption will include the 

requirement of ethical behavior, but it will define the right in 

terms of the beliefs and loyalties which -are central to its special 

message. Godliness and goodness are not synonymous terms. A hermit 

may do nothing but fast and pray. A religion which values asceticism 

will call him a holy man: you and I may wonder if he is not simply a 

deserter from the real problems of his society. 

Ethical standards tend to be situational. Religion raises up 

norms which it claims to be unconditioned. When we try on purely 

logical grounds to decide what is right we soon recognize, if we are 

honest with ourselves, that our judgments reflect a particular cul­

tural context and probably a good bit of self-serving rationaliza­

tion, as well. Religion affirms moral law and resolves our doubts 

about moral standards precisely in that it teaches us that •right• 

actions conform to an ultimate standard. The familiar image of God, 

the Holy One, revealing the law to Moses is, among other things, a 

metaphor of this idea. When God speaks the believer feels that His 

commandments define right and wrong and are beyond question and un­

conditional. Micah said it simply: •1t ha• been told you, Oman, 

what is good and what th Lord requir • of you.• 

- Do you really believe that at Sinai God defined right and 

wrong for 11 times and th t th Torah contain■ all we need to know . 

n that regard? 
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No, but I do believe that the Torah contains much we need to 

know about virtue and purpose and would not have been known other­

wise, seminal ideas. We'll come back to the Torah and its claims on 

our beliefs. For the moment let's stay with the task of defining 

religion. 

- Judaism and Christianity teach many similar values. Why 

make an issue of religious differences? 

Judgments must be made. Each religious culture shapes its 

communicants' ideas about right and wrong: · Rabbinic Judaism insisted 

that suicide is wrong. God gave us life and He alone should deter­

mine its limits. In Shinto ritual suicide, hari-kari, is considered 

a virtue since a life without honor is no life. 

- All religions do good. 

Not so. Let me ask a question: do all religions encourage 

those values we instinctively label as ethically valid: love, honesty, 

family loyalty, and social justice? 

- Yes. 

- No. 

Silence. Finally, I filled the void. When Germany's beat and 

brightest went to Hitler's youth camps, did their counselors and the 

Nazi rituals encourage them to be sensitive, generous, and peaca­

loving? You know the answer. Nazlism taught the virtue of racial 

urity and total commitment to the state. Hitler disparaged the 

Bible as a blueprint for people of a slave mentality. Ha taught the 

right of might.- Sympathy was a weakness. Be denied the vary idea of 

humanity. Ha labeled Aryans a master race. 

- Nazii m w a not a religion. It vu a political pbiloaophy, 

perh p m dne , t not r ligion. 

Why no? 

- It w V 1. 



Must religions be good? 

- Yes. 

Why? 
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Again, silence. After a moment I filled the void. Couldn't 

we describe Naziism as a collection of myths, rites, customs, ideas 

and institutions which pulled together and certified the aspirations 

of much of the German nation? Naziism displayed most of the features 

which we associate with better-liked religion: strong faith in a 

charismatic leader, total commitment to a~set of values which are held 

to be of cosmic importance, certainty that there is only one truth 

and that all error must be suppressed, grand public pageants-at holy 

shrines like Nurenberg, a bible, Mein Kampf, a messianic vision of a 

redeemed world purified by Aryan values and Aryan leaders: in short, 

a redemptive vision. 

For many this was a bit much, but determined to make the 

point, I pressed on: How would you define a religious person? 

- One who takes faith seriously and who lives by his faith. 

Wouldn't that include the Nazis? 

- Someone who is affiliated with a congregation. 

Couldn't you call the Nazi Party a congregation? 

I felt I had made my point, so I vent after another common 

misconception. Are there religious and non-religious folk? 

- I know you'll disagree, but I've got to say yea. Half of 

11 Americans don't belong to a church or synagope. 

You're•asswning that the unaffiliated are, by definition, 

non-religious. Affiliation i• a peculiar weatern practic. In India 

eople go vhen they wish to any available Hindu, Buddbiat or Taoiat 

brine, and the teq>l r aupport by coin• to••ed by th worabip-

r into box pl c in front of tb idol. 
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- Do you mean that these religions are interchangeable? 

At the peasant level the promise of a religious tradition is 

reduced to its simplest level: rain, sons, health and inmortalitv: 

and all the religions of a particular area refract similar social and 

cultural attitudes. It's only as civilization becomes more complex 

and social classes arise that significant differences in the religious 

message appear. A Hindu Brahmin and a Taoist priest will be conscious 

of differences of which their peasant neighbors are unaware. 

In any case religion is never limited to the activity of a 

shrine or temple. The religious cluster permeates life. 'Ibis can be 

seen most clearly in medieval societies where there was no consti­

tution"al division between church and state. In the shtetl the school 

taught t he Torah curriculum. The courta dispensed Torah law. Hornes 

and shops kept the Sabbath and everyone observed the dietary laws. 

Judaism set the norms of everyday life. Religi on and the daily 

routines were intimately connected, and even those who were not pious 

lived within a world permeated by Judaism's traditions, values and . 
hopes, and were shaped by it. 

- But that world doesn't exist anv more. Judaism is only one 

f cet of my life. I don't see Jewishness ·very much outside the syna­

gogue. 

our s ociety is a pluralistic one, one of the first and the 

few that the world has ever known. No single religion pe:raneatea and 

dominates the culture. our law creates neutral apace ao that people 

of various religions can work together. we can affiliate or not with 

tr ditional r eligion: but non-affiliation and irreligion are not 

dentical terms . Thoe who are not caught up in Judai•• or Chriati­

·ty re, conaciou ly or unconacioualy, affili t d with 

c vil religion. 

- Wh t ' civil r ligion? 
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When writers describe a civil religion, they mean a set of 

ethical rules and-:a utopian vision which enjoy widespread agreement 

among the citizens of a nation, ideas and hopes which are affirmed and 

celebrated by that nation's institutions and holidays. Civil re­

ligions are modern phenomena. As long as a community's culture was 

homogeneous, its church lifted up national as well as theological 

values. With dis-establishment of the church and the growth of secu- •• 

larism, the civil life began to take on an independent religious 

aspect and to refract its own cluster of honsecrated values. The 

law will refract shared assumptions about human nature and broad 

purpose which also will inform public debate and the school curriculum 

and be sanctified in national holidays and anthems. 

- Why? 

Because no community•·can exist successfully without them. Re­

ligion involves a set of widely shared convictions about the meaning 

and promise of life and activity which then shapes the social order 

and its culture, and that is precisely the force of a civil religion. 

A religious vision is the glue that bolds a body politic together. 

America's civil religio~ has been described as a secular 
.. 

humanism which affirms social justice: the autonomous individual, 

the Bill of Rights, public welfare, the work ethic and human brother­

hood. Honesty compels me to add that this .cluster of ideas and insti­

tuti,ons also includes intense individualisaa, happiness through having, 
,:~, ,., ;.,, 

and a goodly amount of chauvinism. America'• civi-yp~ovides all the 

necessary elements of a religious faith: a promise of the future, a 

ense of conman purpose, and a social and personal ethic. Instead of 

Micah' yntheais of the Biblical tradition I have cited, this faith'• 

w tchword is Pre ident Kennedy'• famous motto: •Aak not what your 

country can do for you, k vb t you can do for your country ••• • 

Its conmandment ar tho• of ocial • rvice. It• holiday• are the 
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Fourth of July, the second Tuesday in November, and Thanksgiving Day. 

Its symbols are the flag and the ballot and its liturgy includes the 

Pledge of Allegience. Its messianic vision is of a humane republic, 

secure in peace and established in justice. Not every American who 

is unchurched belongs to this tradition: in our heterogeneous society 

t here are a number of racial and ethnic sub-cultures which march under 

t heir own banners: and -counter-culture groups -who -hold to their own __ 

distinct visions - and consciously espouse an anti-civil religion. Every 

religion has its dissenters and heretics ~and America's civil religion 

i s no exception. 

- By your definition I'm . a Jew and a civil religionist, if 

there is such a word. I thought that in such matters it was one 

religion to a customer. 

Jewish religious values and institutions are not the only 

ones which affect American Jews and Christian religious values are 

not t he only ones which affect most Christians, even the born again. 

All of us are deeply affected by America's civil religion. 

Because many of the major promises and premises of America's 

civil religion are, after all, the creation of people whose roots 

rested in the soil of Biblical civilization, and because they aup-

ported cherished values, these seemed quite acceptable to moat of 

America's Christians and Jews. There was a aenae of finding in the 

civil religion an extension of the older faith. 

- Isn't that an illusion? The medieval faiths were conaider­

bly more oth•r-vorldly and authoritarian than what you call Ameri­

o• civi l religion. 

The civil reli9ion 

tion 1 t chin which r 

.. .nuized tbo• 1 ... mta of th tradi-

1D01UU.al to th ... rgi119 aocial or rs 

.. procl i m li rty throu out th land,• God'• r bike of Ir 1 vb 
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they cried out for a king1 Sinai and the concert of freedom under law: 

"Have we not all one Father? Has not one God created us all?" 

- Are Americans more Christian or civilist? 

Most Americans are products of the public schools and so 

share many values, including that of openness, which the civil re­

ligion emphasizes. When the President of the Southern Baptist Alli­

ance pronounced that God did not hear the prayers of Jews, his pro­

pr ietary attitude towards God grated against the assumptions of the 

civil religion and he was widely criticized. It takes chutzpah to 

insist that you know to whom God listens, but had this narrow-minded 

fellow spoken as· he did to a society where the civil religion did 

not encourage openness all that Martin Luther King suggested when he 
. . . 

said: "We must learn to live together as brothers or we shall perish 

together as fools," most would have nodded in agreement. After all, 

classic Christianity accepts literally Jesus' words as repeated in 

the New Test~E.:nt: "No one shall come to God except through Me." 

- I can understand civil religion because I see its impact on 

the society and on my life. What I don't see is Judaism's impact. A 

few candles and a few holiday .meals hardly add up to anything signifi­

cant . I know I'm ~an American, but how am I a Jew? 

I t's my hope, obviously, that Judaism's role in your life will 

grow. I 'll try to show you what becoming an active Jew can mean. 

Tody, I 'll answer only that part of your question which goes to your 

present Jewish identity. You're a Jew in more ways than you're aware 

of. 'l'he religiousinprint is, like indelible ink, almost iq,c,aaible 

o rase and, under certain conditions, strikingly legible. BY ryone 

hr has been, or is, in college. The Jew may never read a Jeviah 

cl ssic , but colleg i a must. Th i11iportanc of c!ucation bu been 
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drummed into us. One of the hardest counseling tasks a rabbi can have 

is when he tries to convince parents that their child-is not college 

material and ought to learn a trade. Judaism has conditioned all of 

us in many ways. Judaism never equated wealth with worth and so we 

have few hangups about public welfare programs. we may not think 

about the stewardship implications of the creation story: but we ac­

cept the idea that we have no right to claim and abuse for private 

gain the earth's natural resources. "The earth is the Lord's." 
~ 

- Go back to your original thesis: you have said that there are 

no irreligious people, but I've got a friend who is an atheist. 

Atheism is an article of faith not proof of irreligion. I 

suspect your friend is an active member of America's civil religion 

without being conscious of his affiliation. 

- I've always assumed you don't have a religion if you don't 

have a god. 

The most successful religious movements of this century, 

Leninism and Maoism, consider the God-focused traditions to be opiates 

of the masses. 

- Communism is anti-religious. How can you call it a religion? 

Despite Communism's uncompromising materialistic ideology, it is, in 

f ct, almost a mirror image of medieval Christianity. Portraits of 

aints hang high in vast ceremonial _halls. Mausolewns which contain 

the bodies of the patriarch• are object• of pilgrimage. A consecrated 

scripture is interpreted officially and anyone who queations received 

dogma is condemned u a heretic. Boob are cen■ored. only the offi­

cial truth my be pr ached. 'Di formation of a peraon'• faith is 

carefully supervia in parochial achool• by a z alou• cler9Y. '!'here 

seven me ianic promi• 1th vr at: day vben t:h contra4ictiona of 

hi tory w 11 be r olVi of clual •• joy will velop the 
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earth. 

- I once looked up religion in a dictionary. The first 

definition was faith in God or gods. 

Dictionaries reflect their times.· If you had picked up an 

earlier edition you would have found religion defined as faith in G9d, 

the Father, and the Christ, which is the way the first European dic­

t ionaries reflected the parochial self-confidence of medieval Christen­

dom. As the West came to recognize that it did not represent the 

whole of human culture, the list of religions was enlarged to include 

Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism and the Chinese traditions. Re­

ligions were understood as those elements of a culture which revolved 

around shrines ! scriptures, worship and some promise beyond the grave. 

Then it began to dawn on dictionary editors that there were scripture­

based religions and those which had only an oral tradition: that some 

worshipped in shrines and others in the open air: that there were 

clergy in some traditions and none in others. If you had read fur­

ther you would have found other definitions: "A way of life in ac­

cord with authorized teachings" or "faith that the truth is known.• 

The modern study of religions began when students shifted 

their i nt e r est from form to function. Rituals are colorful, but a 

religion's redemptive ideas are crucial, determinative of its char­

cter and i mpact and representative of the heart of the enterprise. 

There is now a growing awareness that the field of religion includes 

y cluster of ideas which pull a society'• values together and certify 

-
hope. Like it or not, idol worship and Marxist ideology are re-

gious phenomena, and the next generation of dictionaries will 

certainly reflect this under•tanding. 

- Aren't lot of Ira 11• anti-r ligiou■? our cou■in■ 

v sited u recently. invit th to go to• rvi • with u■• 
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They made it clear that they weren't interested. They hadn't been 

in a synagogue since they left Europe thirty years ago. 

There is ·an Israeli civil religion just as there is an 

American one. Israel's civil religion picks up many traditional 

Jewish elements: the sense of peoplehood, the vision of Zion redeemed 

in justice, and the centrality of the Hebrew Bible and calendar to 

Jewish life. The Bible is treated as a literary ·classic rather · than --~-­

Scripture, but its values and idiom permeate the society, validate 

the nation's claim to the land, provide the wellspring of an important 

tradition of social idealism, express their special sense of Jeru­

salem's holiness and root the national calendar and language in a 

distant and romantic past. 

- Defining religion is getting complicated. 

The label is a tricky one. In Israel there is a well-known 

political division between those who call themselves dati, religious, 

and lo-dati, the non-religious. Lo-dati oppose administrative ar-

rangements which give rabbinic authorities control over the laws of 

personal status. They propose the separation of synagogue and state. 

Not surprisingly, many active and affiliated synagogue Jews are 

lo-dati. If I lived in Israel I would be among them. 

- I've always felt that my ~riend, John, is religious though 

he protests that he is not. He believes in human decency, the public 

chool system, affirmative action, the inevitability of arms control 

and world government. He argues that these ideas are purely ~ational 

tatements, but ' he's uncomfortable if they are challenged. I have 

rid to tell him that hie idealism comes from a faith in .the goodn••• 

of the human being and the possibility of tranaforaaing the aocial 

ode for the better, id aa that can't be proven from biatory or by • 

y research, but he inai t hi• i u ar par ly ■ci ntific. 
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When an idea is hotly defended you can be pretty sure it's 

part of that person's religious system. Sometimes I simply describe 

religion as that cluster of ideas and hopes which we couldn't give 

up without changing what's in our souls. our dependence on a religious 

system whose teachings and symbols confirm our sense of order is de­

cisive in maintaining our composure and balance in the face of life's 

challenges. 

- Is that why I. rarely have had an easy conversation with 

non-Jewish friends about religion? 

The question was rhetorical. The camp loudspeaker crackled 

with a call to sports. I asked them to think over a paragraph from 

George Santayana's Reason in Religion: "Every living and healthy re­

ligion has a marked idiosyncracy. Its power consists in its special 

and surprising message and in the bias which that revelation gives 

to life. The vistas it opens and the mysteries it propounds are 

another world to live in - whether we expect ever to pass wholly over 

into it or no - is what we mean by having a religion.• Let's talk 

-more after lunch about the fact that religions perform the same 

functions in all societies, but bring C(Uite distinct messages. 

- Do you mean that Judaism and Christianity are not as 

closely allied as I tend to think? 

Go play tennis. We've got a week to talk. 



Chapter 2 

MY FAITH AND OUR RELIGION 

We picked up the conversation as if there had not been a 

break. 

- Religion is a private matter. I will-make up my own mind. 

No one is going to tell me what to believe. 

They already have. No one lives solo. You speak and think 
.. 

in English. Your attitudes have been shaped by the mass media, 

suburbia, what you have read, the conventional wisdom and your home. 

No ~ne starts a religious search with an unprogranwned mind. 

- My friend's parents kept her out of religious school and 

ritual out of their home so she would be free as an adult to make up 

her mind. 

They may have kept Judaism out of her life, I'm sure they 

celebrated Thanksgiving and Labor Day. At the very least she baa 

been conditioned to America's civil religion. 

I used to suggest to such parents that an informed decision 

was wiser than one based on ignorance, but that argument, despite its 

validity, made little impression. Major segments of our culture make 

uch a virtue of · independence that many will not admit, however often 

it is demonstrated to them, that self-reliance often develops beat in 

an environment characterized by conviction and atandarda. I now 

"mply observe that children left on their own may not have to abed 
. 

Jewi h imprint when they become adult• but that they will hav to 

fr e themselves of the illl)rint of th rather coarae and eelf-indulgent 

mat rialiat and hedoni t cultur who• valu • ar con aerated on th 

lev ion they w tch v ry rning and 110et otb rt ..... ~•• 

- I'm puzzl by 11 tbi talk of 

21 

'ODllellt and COl._llUty • 
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I was taught that religion was what a person does with his solitari­

ness and the idea made sense to me. 

Someone quoted Alfred North Whitehead to you: unfortunately 

this is a case where a fine . logician was guilty of imprecision. He 

wrote religion when he meant faith. Faith is your private under­

standing of your religion. Faith says: I believe. Religion presents 

and promotes what a community believes. It is a corporate expression 

of values and vision. Our religion envolves the synagogues, scrip­

tures, holidays, rituals, proverbs, myths; liturgies, ethical man­

dates and sacred symbols which present and represent Judaism's 

special and surprising message. 

Faith is a private affair but never an unconditioned one. 

In building a faith we draw on our religious tradition. Moreover, a 

Jew, a Christian and a Muslim may each have faith in a personal god, 

but will inevitably express their faith in dist inct ways, and the con­

sequences of their faith will be quite dis t i nct since it will envolve 

them in t he activities of their separate religions. 

- How does one build . a faith? 

With what's at hand. No one invents a religion. Certain 

values and attitudes become part of us without our knowing it. 

- You're talking conditioning. I'm talking about conscious 

decision. 

- Logic is not the key to faith. I care deeply about being 

Jewish, but I don't remember ever sitting down and deciding to do so. 

It's more am ~ter of it feeling right. I aenae aomething powerful 

and special t Yom Kippur • rvic. 

Some c 11 auch 11101nent r li9ioua ma:,erien • I think of it 

more as binding eXJ:,eri c. A bindin9 exarienc , envolv • a ~ acb­

ing out to omethin dllrinq . 
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which the religion ceases to be out there somewhere and becomes part 

of us. 

- How does one become a Jew? 

- By going through a Bar Mitzvah. 

A Jew is a Jew from birth and remains a Jew unless he becomes 

an apostate. Bar Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah are simply rites of passage. 

Every society has some test or performance which signifies ±he end 

of childhood and admission into the adult community and to adult 

,' 

responsibilities. Young Indian braves we~e sent out to survive in the 

forest. English squires knelt before the sword they would wield as 

knights. Societies reveal a good deal about their priorities in 

their choice of a rite of passage. The young Jew is asked to master 

a portion of the Torah. Here you have the emphasis on learning and 

ethical sensitivity and trained judgment which have characterized 

the rabbinic tradition. 

- I love the songs and chants but had never paid much attention 

to the liturgy - in fact, it bored me and I went out of respect for my 

parents - until one day, "a word got through." I don't know why, 

exactly, but I began to listen and to care. 

~ether native-born or convert, one developa _a Jewish identity 

in much the same way: through a process that combines feeling, know­

ledge and familiarity. It's a question of letting Judaism in. llhen 

I'm asked, how can I come alive as a Jew, how can I have a lively 

f ith, I answer: "Light Chanukah lights and Sabbath candles, sing 

Hatikvah and Jerusalem the Golden, join in the eynag()CJUe worship, work 

n the Jewish connunity. Give Judaism a chance. Open youreelf up to 

it. Don't sit in service• daring the music and words to get through 

o you: envolve your lf in the 1110mant.• 

- Itri • I nt:and nothing happened. 
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Try again. The first time it's a strange experience. Binding 

tends to accompany familiarity. 

I use the word "binding" to describe a particular moment or 

experience that opens up feelings about your religious tradition that 

you've never had before. For many in my generation, we were in our 

late teens and early twenties during the second World war, the binding 

experience was the shattering reality of the Death··Camps and/or our 

surprise that a Jewish state could actually be established against 

seemingly insuperable odds. On May 15, 1948, the day Israel proclaimed 

her independence, I was working for the Jewish Agency securing materials 

needed for the struggle against invading Arab armies, and as the news 

of independence flashed on the electronic tape over Times Square my 

eyes clouded up, all doubts were swept aside and Jacob's phrase crossed 

my rni~d: "Surely God is in this place, and I knew it not." 

Early in this century a German scholar, Rudolph Otto, ·described 

the sense of coming alive to one's religion as a response to ultimate 

reality, a sense of touching and being deeply affected by a reality 

beyond what is known in everyday experience. Otto used the term 

numinous to describe the emotional aura which surrounds the moment 

when we become aware of the mysterious reality which lies beyond the 

world of convnon experience. Otto, a _non-Jew, found the numinous 

present on various occasions, including a Yom .Rippur service in a . 

mall North African synagogue. The worshipper• were in white. The 

chant was minor-keyed and repetitive. 'Dle congregation moved with an 

hypnotic sway which - swept the worahippera out of themaelvea and clearly 

took them beyond ordinary feeling• and thought. 

I am sure other hav en• th nulllinou• in a May Day parade 

or a uremberg R lly or an African tribal danc. In ach cu the 

moment w a paci 1 an th --,tion• flowed 
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and the participants felt confirmed and consecrated. Jews use the 

term Kedusha, holiness, to describe our moments with the huminous. 

Early in his career the prophet Isaiah entered the Temple in Jerusa­

lem, felt the inrush of a quickening spirit, God's spirit, and spoke 

spontaneously, "Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord of Hosts, the whole earth 

is full of His glory," words which we have kept alive by using them in 

the daily liturgy. 

- Religion's public nature was a troubling idea. . I don't be­

lieve in indoctrination. I don't believe·in parochial schools. 

Why does the idea bother you so much? 

Because, once institutions emerge, coercion is inevitable. Re­

ligions organize crusades, inquisitions, and censorship. 

Schools educate and indoctrinate. Hospitals cure and unneces- . 

sarily prolong lives. Religious institutions, being human institu­

tions, always leave a spotty record. All human institutions are ripe 

with contradictions. They are the creation of human beings, not angels: 

but we cannot do without them. If Judaism were disconnected from 

people and institutions, the dream would float irrelevantly high above 

us in the air. Since it is connected to us it inevitably absorbs all 

our limitations and complications. Why must religion be pristine 

when nothing else in life is? 

- It's a question of living up to self-professed standards. 

Synagogues can be snobbish and class conscious, and rabbis aren't 

aints. .. 
You're·quoting Jeremiah perhaps without knowing it. "Prom 

h malleat to the greatest, they ar all greedy for 9ain: prieata and 

prophet like, they all act falaely." Congragationa are made up of 

f llible people like ourselves and operat in th confuain9 world which 

s where we liv. Rabbi ar and aubject ~o all t.h infirllliti•• 
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of the spirit. 

Where did you qet the idea that synagogues or rabbis claim 

e ither infallibility or saintliness? The synagogue is an entirely 

human institution. we have no priesthood which takes upon itself 

special disciplines like celibacy which suggests that a special holi­

ness accrues to our person. When a rabbi speaks from the pulpit he 

does not claim his statements are free of error. 

I'd be the first to agree that terrible crimes have been com­

mitted in the name of religion. In mosques across the Near East 

Islamic immams regularly preach jihad, a holy war against Israel. '!be 

Pope , John Paul II, has censored well-known Roman Catholic theolo­

gians who questioned the Church's doctrine of papal infallibility. 

Maoism has its rectification centers and Russian Communism -- its -: mental 

hospitals. In Israel the rabbinate have impQsed their ~uthority in 

the area of the rules of personal status on those who willingly accept 

the yoke of the law and those who do not. We confront here an ines­

capable human dilenma. we can't do without religion and few groups 

possess enough humility and self-discipline not to need to impose 

'true' values, their values, on others. 

- I 'm finding it hard to break myself of the association of 

religion and goodness. I think of religion as white. 

Religion's function is to certify 'the right': but we can't 

allow these claims automatic deference. In Judaism's case, at least, 

the theology's in place. Ultimate truth belongs to God alone. An old 

teacher of mine used to say: •our ability to do justice and love mercy 

w·11 often depend on how well we have learned to walk humbly with our 

God." we believe, but, when all is •aid and done, we cannot be sure. 

Th Torah t akes pins to drive home th point: •My way• ar not your 

ways, says th Lordi and my th011ghta ar not your tbou9hta. Juat u 
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the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my thoughts higher than 

your thoughts." Somehow we must marry patience to principle: it's not 

e asy, but the problem is not the institutionalization of religion, 

which is in any case necessary and inevitable, but our blindness to 

t he fact that religions are human and not divine institutions. Many 

serve God, but none is God-like - infallible. 

- Don't institutions compound a religion's ability to cause 

p a i n? A group can do more harm than the single person. 

And more good. You need institutions to transform moral po­

sitions into programs and theological insights into educational pro­

grams ·which develop sensitivity and spiritual disciplines. You need 

organization to establish schools, synagogues, libraries, retreats, · 

welfa r e service, self-help agencies, and the like. 

A synagogue offers congregation, an end to loneliness: a calen­

dar of effective ceremonies and holidays which remind the Jew of the 

joys and duties of the religious life, the wi sdom of the tradition 

and its moral challenge. Synagogues exist because we are social 

beings whose ideas and values are both refined and strengthened by 

being sha r ed. Song, liturgy, drama, the sermon are creations l?Y the 

conqregation for the congregation. 

- I've always thought of a synagogue as a sanctuary, a holy 

place. 

The s ynagogue was not accorded any special deference. It'• a 

people's place. There are no r001m1 you can't enter. Th service ia 

not conducted behind crean beyond which the laity may not. pa••• In 

ct, there i no 1 ity. Anyon can 1 ad t.h• • rvica, rad from t.ha 

Torah or pre ch. Oft between• rvic • th vorahip rOCJIII i• uaed for 

other purposes . 

- Th 
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The Temple had a Holy of Holies which only the High Priest 

would enter and various courtyards reserved for various elite groups 

among which the priest class was preeminent. It was accorded special 

veneration and was the goal of pilgrims. The Temple service was or­

ganized by priests. No ordinary Israelite could perform at the altar. 

But once the Temple was destroyed the Jewish tradition broke with the 

pattern of shrine worship which had been customary in the ancient 

Middle East and created a brand new, never before seen, entirely human 

institution which reflected Judaism's recognition that truth belongs 

only to God. Actually the synagogue had been incubating for centuries 

in the informal community centers which Jews organized wherever they 

lived, where holiday and Sabbath prayers were sung, the Torah read and 

discussed and community business debated. 

The first rabb~s attached the aura of holiness to these proto­

synagogues by ruling that such rituals as the blowing of the Shofar and 

the handling of the lulav and ethrog, once limited to the Temple, could, 

now that the Temple had been destroyed, be observed in the synagogue. 

However, they did not allow the synagogue to become a place whose forms 

were said to reflect God's will. Synag09Ue ritual and liturgy was de­

vis,ed and shaped by caring and learned people. It represented their 

feelings, expressed their needs and voiced their fait}i and its forms 

could and did change the times changed. The synag09Ue is a meet-

ing house not cathedral. Anyone can enter, anyone, at least any 

male, conduct ervices. Tb ynA909U i• a plac vber th individual 

counts. Nine·rabbis do not mak a lllinyan. Ten labor ra do. 

- But why ar r 1 ou folk ao difficult to al vitb? My 

Freshman ye r, I h " al¥ ya o c r-

tin d o conaei■c.aaJ.DG~ 

Rel 
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calmly and answered dispassionately, but urgent questions which must 

be answered convincingly if we are to live happily and sanely. There 

is tremendous psychic energy behind the religious quest and, once we 

have answers that satisfy us, we do not readily let loose of them. Re­

demptive ideas integrate our personality and provide strength and 

sanity. We gamble our lives on them. It would be madness to let go, 

which is why we humans tend to be at our most unreasonable and unyield­

ing in this area. 

Imagine a Martian, one who is not like us, come among us. 

Imagine that sometime during his visit he reads a history of Europe's 

Jews. Surely, he would shake his head sadly over the long chronicle 

of people penned into ghettoes, made to wear badges which declared 

them as pariahs, and repeatedly beaten and massacred by Crusader and 

Cossack. He probably would also wonder why these Jews didn't simply 

accept baptism and get out from under. Wouldn't mass conversion have 

been the sensible thing to do? Holy water cannot drown the soul and, 

since no one can look into another's soul, the Jews would have sur­

vived and even bettered themselves economically, all the while continu­

ing to believe whatever they wanted to believe. 

- our Martian friend had better be told abo~t the Marannos and 

the Inquisition. Those who converted were segregated out as New Chris­

tians and for generations their actions and faith were subjected to· 

constant scrutiny by the Inquisition and their families were subjected 

to various forms of social discrimination. In the real world, 'one 

a Jew, always a Jew.' 

The point of this illustration i• that wt Jwa nw r con­

idered conversion live option. To conv rt would bav been to adapt 

a set of e cred symbol which did nal'C omn,ev. any ZI... •ena of r ... -

surance and to ny th t cbinaa .... a.~ 4. 'DlaY b ld fut becau•• 
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they could not have lived with themselves if they had done otherwise. 

They would have had to give up their sense of dignity, their sense of 

purpose, their confidence in God's reward - the religion that had 

me aning for them and gave coherence to their lives. 

You smile, but would we do otherwise? If suddenly America were 

r uled by those who demanded that we affirm an alien ideology and sub­

mit our lives to foreign authority, we, too, might make a desperate 

stand for the values, the dignity, and the sense of self we now take 

• 
for granted. our defiance might be hapless, but there are values we 

cannot and will not compromise. 

- You've made a distinction between faith and religion which 

I fi nd persuasive. My problem is t~at my faith and my religion don't 

fully mesh. I don't agree with some of the traditional doctrines. How 

can I honestly belong if there are areas of disagreement? 

Religious bodies tend to formulate thei r teachings, but these 

formulae are never more than an approximation of what the tradition 

actually affirms. Catechisms look precise but in reality are no dif­

ferent from any set of propositions which attempt to reduce to language 

feeling , hope, ; a vision, an awareness of ultimate meaning, which is to 

say that they suggest but do not exhaust, point to but do not circum­

scribe. 

Historically some traditions have used catechisms as a form of 

loyalty oath and excluded or punished anyone who could not or would 

not ubscribe. In this respect, Judaism has shown remarkable restraint. 

Th re are i nfor ming ideas. Religions, after all, form around a special 

d urprising message, but the tendency ha• been to stay fairly loose 

• n uch matter. Syn gogues do not require that prospective m■mhers 

gn rticle off ith. Before Iva ordain , I vu not required to 

publically affirm creed. 
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- You haven't answered my question. How can I affirm ideas I 

don't accept? 

You can't. You shouldn't. 

- Are you saying that Judaism has no doctrines? 

That would be impossible. The essential religious function 

is a defining one. Every service includes Deuteronomy 6:6: "Hear O 

Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One." God is. God is- one. I 

suggest only that Judaism does not require an articulated confession 

~-
of faith as a test of admission and that more weight is given in rab-

binic thought to the specifics of duty than to dogma. I'm also saying 

tha~ I don't look on anyone's inability to agree at a particular mo­

ment with a traditional thesis as any reason to push them out the door. 

- Then I can believe what I want? 

Who can stop you? I'm also saying that Judaism will continue 

to hold up and hold sacred its special and surprising message. 

- Isn't that a form of domination? 

Don't make a dogma out of freedom. When a religious body has 

the power of the state at its beck and call, that power can be both 

dangerous and corrupting, but when, as in the case of the American 

synagogue, the only power it possesses is the power of suggestion and 

example, then calling its forms coercive is inappropriate. 

- If dogmas aren't critical why are religions so busy ringing 

doorbells and sending out missionary literature? Why can't they leave 

others alone? 
. 

- I've alw ya been proud Jews don't ~intain missions. 

Two thou and y ar• ago, • th Roman Ba,ipire waa the scene of an 

ctive Jewi h mi ionary campaign which ded only when such activity 

was pro cribed. our r ligiou i~:-­ ar critical to ua and it'• only 

n tur 1th t 
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question missionary activity: you've read of the damage done by 

missionaries to the social fabric of tribal cultures, and you are 

sensitive to any form of coercion. Promising food or an education 

in return for conversion is contemptible: but offering your ideas for 

consideration certainly cannot be faulted. I've often suggested to 

those I thought were seeking for a meaningful faith that they might 

like to come to our services and talk over religious questions with 

me. 

- But you'd agree that coercion is wrong. 

Emphatically. 

- :·Talking about coercion, in Israel the National Religious 

Party has gained control for the rabbinate of the administration of the 

laws regulatinq personal status. Isn't this a form of coercion? Whv 

are Jews doing it? 

I've already suqgested that I disapprove of this arranqement. 

~Y some Jews demanded it is both easy and difficult to answer. Rab­

binic Judaism shaped itself during the centuries when the Jewish com­

munity was self-governing and assumes as a matter of right that, in a 

Jewish state, Jewish law should be enforced. They argue that there 

must be law, and what better law could there be than God's? Calvin's 

Geneva and Khomeini's Iran were/are baaed on the same deceptively 

simple logic. The problem is not that rabbinic regulations are neces-

arily unacceptable: in general rabbinic law is both functional and 

ns"ble, but that the present arrangement wu imposed on the citi­

zenry as the result of politicians bargaining rather than by a 

democratic proce sand, so, does not connand th l99itimacy public law 

must have to be effective in a fr ■oci ty. 

- Why can't r ligion intru it lf into peopl •• liv •: Sunday 

Blue laws, the right-to-lif Ull)AJ.gn, rec:•ral aid to parochial achoola? 
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How can it not involve itself? A religion's special and sur­

prising message envolves the whole of life and so necessarily includes 

public · as well as private concerns. If God is ju.st and merciful, what 

is more natural than to assume that Judaism requires the creation of 

a just and merciful society? The prophets understand this clearly 

and the Torah presents the rules through which holiness, as the Is­

raelites understood the term, would . become part of the social order: 

tithing one's field, freeing the slave each sabbatical year, just 

weights and just measures, a carefully organized judicial system. 

- But why is religion so often on the wrong side? 

It's not. You notice the politics of a preacher or the acti­

vities of a religious body when you disagree. llben you agree, you 

say they're doing what they should be doing. Did it bother you that 

Reverend Martin Luther King led the early struggle for racial justice 

or that rabbis like Stephen Wise and··my father led the struggle for a 

Jewish State? 

- You're saying that the church and synagogue should be in 

politics. 

It depends on how you define politics. No religious body 

ought to align itself with the narrow ambitions of any politician or 

political party: but, when it comes to social policy and the questions 

which involve the future of life on this earth, a religious group must 

enter the political arena if only to witness to their convictions. 

- Aren't there Christiana who argue that their tradition ia 

one of piety, not politics? I've heard them quota such text• u 

"Render unto Caes r those thing• which are Caeaar'• and to God those 

h"ngs which belong to God• and •My kingdom i not of tbia world.• 

Many wer urpri vb , during tb 1980 Preaidenti 1 ca111-

paign, many evang lical group vbicb until then bad followed a 'handa 
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off' attitude towards politics abandoned that approach. I'd long felt 

that those groups avoided politics, not because of a few texts than 

because so many of America's institutions had been shaped by their 

traditions and were seen as part of their religious world. Schools are 

out during Christmas and Easter week. Sunday is not a work day. The 

President takes his oath of office on a Bible. Their attitude changed, 

I believe, as they recognized that American life, now wonderfully 

pluralistic, had reshaped its institutions so that they ·no longer fully 

supported their values. I was intrigued 'that the politics of the 

majority and other evangelical groups focused on the issue of prayer 

in the public schools. This issue is symbollic of an attempt to re­

gain control of that all-important institution so that it returns to 

a curriculum which will educate youngsters in the values and virtues 

evangelical protestantism affirms. Evolution, sex education and values 

clarification would be out and courses in civics, Christian ethics and 

special creation would be introduced. 

Jews have always accepted public policy as a legitimate area of 

religious envolvement because our tradition's piety is not treated as 

an end in itself. God did not allow Moses to stay quietly in Midian 

enjoying domesticity with his wife and sons. Isaiah heard God say, 

"Who has asked this of you to tralll)le my courts ••• I cannot endure 

·niquity alone with the solemn assembly.• The rabbinate is an active 

profession, not a withdrawal into secluded piety. 

- we spent a good bit of time in religious school talking about 

civil rights ahd race relations. I brought a non-Jewish friend one day 

d when we left she said: "Except for th service, it didn't• em like 
• 

r ligious school. 

The yn CJOCJU ia not t apart fr th COIIIIIWUty. I once 

vi ited n old yn 0911 in Li ban. '1'b wall facin9 th entranc 

• 
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door contained perhaps a dozen slots, each large enough to receive 

f olding money. A brass plate above each slot bore the name of a 

service organization: Hachnasat Kallah, society for providing dowries 

t o brides: Bikkur Holim, society for the care of the sick1 Hevrah 

Kaddisha, burial society. The welfare of the community was the busi­

ness of the synagogue. No nonsense in this, or any, synagogue about 

the shiftless poor. A roof over one's head and food on the table are 

the result of hard work and mazzal, good fortune. The people who wor­

shipped here accepted the idea that today~s giver might well be to­

morrow's recipient, they spoke familiarly of a wheel of fortune, and 

this community by conviction and necessity was a primary element in the 

structure of their sustaining fellowship. 

A by now familiar voice stopped this line of thought. 

- I want to go back to this business of religions as necessary 

but not necessarily good. I was always told: i t doesn't matter what 

you believe so long as you believe. You're saying that faith can be 

bad. 

Every religion forms around a special and surprising message. 

Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Leninism, Maoism, Naziism and, . 

yes, the Moonies and the People's Temple, each represent a religion, 

yet, obviously, we would pass quite different judgments on each. 

Religion is not good. Religion is not bad. Religion simply is. 

Religions impact significantly on their conmunicants and their 

communities and must be judged by these consequences. A religious 

tradition like ·Naziism, which excites the blood lust, feeds an im-

p rialist national ego, lauds a racist myth, and subordinates men to 

a Fuehrer , clearly is pernicious. One tradition encourages inde-

endent study and int rpretation of it• Scripture, another demand• 

total total ubmi ion to eccl aiaatical authority. Buddhism en­

courages ceticiam and vithdr val. Alll•rica•• civil religion encourage• 

• 
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involvement and social action. Classic Christianity and Islam teach 

the damnation of non-communicants while other religions, Judaism 

among them, are not so sure that God approves only of their membership. 

A religious tradition like Judaism which encourages moral discipline, 

social justice, the cultivation of the mind, an individual's freedom 

under God and the ties of human fellowship, has much to commend it. 

Some years ago the National Advertising Council sponsored a 

campaign to promote religion in American life. Billboards went up 

emblazoned with the motto: "It matters nol where. you go on Sunday, just 

go." In the background, behind the legend, you could see a dome~ a 

spire and a number· of other identifiable ecclesiastical roof lines. 

In point of fact, it is a matter of moment, not only which religion 

you affiliate with, but which group within a religious polity. The 

religion of the Crusaders was the same, yet quite different, from 

that of Francis of Assisi. Liberal Judaism differs in emphasis and 

assumption from that of the ultra-orthodox in Israel who hurl anathemas 

and stones at those who ride on the Sabbath. 

- Everyone has a right to believe what they want to believe. 

You cannot stop a person ~rom believing errant nonsense. 

I decided to teach my group a Hebrew phrase, le'havdil, to 

distinguish. In common speech when someone suggests that there are 

d"fferences in quality or kind between phenomena of the same order they 

ay le'havdil. So the sentence: Jim Jones, the charismatic leader of 

the nine hundred and some who drank the cyanide in Jonestown, and 

le'havdil Martin Luther King were ministers in the Civil Rights Move­

ment: or the Jonestown conmune and le'havclil an Israeli kibbutz repre-

nt rural utopian conmunes. In·the religious area one auat constantly 

m ke le'h vdil judgments. 

- I think of Jon town a cult not a r ligion. 



You're making a distinction which is without real signifi­

cance except as it reveals a certain cultural squeamishness about 

taking a long hard look at the phenomenon which is religion. We and 

our media tend to reserve the term religion for people .and traditions 

we approve: Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism: while cult is reserved 

for the likes of the Moonies, the Church of God and the People's 

Temple, activities of which the society does not fully approve. Yet, 

until the fatal day when the community drank cyanide, the People's 

Temple remained an accredited member of the Disciples of Christ, a 

mainline Protestant denomination. 

- What's the difference then? 

I would suggest that the difference between a cult and a 

religion is not a distinction based on social value, one would hardly 

call Naziism a cult: but, rather, a distinction based on intensity 

and size. cults are small groups of religious people who are a little 

hotter about their faith than ordinary congregations and who feel 

that they alone will be redeemed or that they alone possess The Truth. 

~enever the mainline traditions cool down, or whenever the 

society is convulsed, c~lts appear bearing a compelling dream, de­

manding a transvaluation of values, the kind of whole-hearted conmit­

ment which will hasten salvation. Like sun spots, cults signal an 
. 

ruption of spiritual energy: sometimes there are more eruptions and 

ometimes less, but there is always an outflow of power from the source. 

cults are led by prophets who have heard God or seen the light rather 

than by pa tors who have read about those who have heard God. Moat 

cults, like Jonah's gourd, appear one night and disappear the. next. 

Some abort. A few emerge and become mainline religions. 

When Je u and hi diacipl van r abo11t th Galil the citizens 
. 

of Tiberi di mi th biaarr culti•t• who r fua to attend to 
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their family, civic, and business responsibilities out of a crazy be­

lief that the world was about to end and that it was imperative that 

they prepare for Judgment Day. When the Pharisees refused to eat at 

any other table but one set by their own, they, too, were scorned as 

cultists who set ritual pieties above the normal courtesies of hos­

pitality, and even the ties of family. 

Cults are not by definition good or bad. cults are, and, like 

the mainline traditions, must be judged on their activities. But this 

much can be said of all cults. cult people are intense and·make the 

cult's teachings the unmediated focus of their lives. Most people 

have a family life and a work life as well as religious interests. 

The cultist has no time for .anything else. He's totally envolved and 

unlikely to have any perspective on his group or its actions. 

- You're talking about fanaticism. · 

What one person calls fanaticism, another labels commendable 

zeal. Cults can be salutorv or dangerous, depending on the beliefs 

around which the group has rallied, the leader who gains authority, 

and what subsequent generations make of their inheritance: but all 

suffer from the dangers which flow from an excess of zeal. Judaism 

has not been inunune to zealous excess: no religion is: but untranmeled 

zeal has never been held up as an absolute virtue. The Talmud warns: .. 

do not be righteous overmuch. The Torah tradition does not exalt 

r dical anti-r tionali m. According to Iaaial}God, Himself, say• to 

Israel: "Come, let u rea on together.• An often quoted line from 

the book of Prover make th point: •only fool• acorn vi dom and 

discipline." Jo eph 1 oh ld th ton of th principl of Judai•• 

w "th t th Tor 

rgued 

f 1th h 

o t n h 

• I 

Martin Luth 

to abaurcliti 

I 

••• Bo ••g 

that 
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all that emanated from God." In Israel learning was a form of piety 

and wisdom was pictured as piety's handmaid. 

- Explain to me then why we read the Akedah every Yorn Kippur. 

As I remember the story, God demands that Abraham sacrifice his son 

I saac: Abraham submits and is clearly praised for his actions. Yet, 

only a man who had set aside reason and good sense, not to speak of 

f atherly feeling,would have agreed to the act. Luther would have been 

proud of him. 
• 

The Protestant theologian and early existentialist, Soren 

Kierkegaard, in his classic book, Either/Or, used the Akedah story 

as an illustration of his argument that the man of faith must be pre-. 
pared to put aside family feeling, all normal sense of morality, when 

he hears the commanding voice. Kierkegaard argued that the demands of 

faith are unconditional and that the way of salvation requires a total 

commitment to the spirit of God as it moves wi thin the human soul. The 

believer must be prepared to risk all: family, security, love, posi­

tion . Kierkegaard calls this attitude "a teleological suspension of 

the ethical." There is high drama in bold conmitment, but his ap­

proach sends shivers down my spine. How does anyone who is absolutely 

convinced of the rightness of his position know that it is right or, 

to use s ymbolic terms, that God, not Satan, has spoken to him. 

-That's my point. 

Thos e who set the schedule of Holy day readings understood the 

Akedah di f f erently. The Akedah myt~ serves the same function in Juda­

i mas the myth of the crucifixion in Chriatianity. Christianity be­

g·ns in t he cross. Christiana believe Jesus' death atoned for Adam's 

s·n and , f or the fir t ti , opened th way of aalvation to the be-

liever . J udi m begin with th 8,dah which i• u a once and 

only event , not oar behaviour. 
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Jews believe that Abraham's loyalty to God's conmand, his willingness 

to put his beloved son to death, earned election, God's special con­

cern, for Abraham and his descendants. As Jews understood their 

history, were it not for Abraham's merit, God would not have chosen 

his descendants to receive the Torah and so to enter . into a redemptive 

r elationship with God. Jews tend to emphasize the reprieve with which 

the Akedah story concludes, which is taken as symbol of redemption. 

A ram is caught by its horns in a nearby thicket. Isaac need not be 
,a lesson in morality, 

s acrificed. A well-known folk tale/tells that, after Abraham sacri-

fi ced the ram, angels gathered its horns and hid them and that they 

will remain hidden intil they are needed to announce that the Messiah . 
is about to arrive. 

- But the story does 9lorify excess. 

Not excess so much as conmitment. Kierkegaard focused on a 

critical issue which all religions must face and none can fully re­

solve. Beliefs should be acted on, so the inescapable and never fully 

resolvable question, how far should you take your beliefs? At what 

point , i f any, must prudence and empathy override conmitment? You 

can find Biblical incidents which illustrate Kierkeqaard's 'obey at 

all costs ' position. When Elijah -saw the people acconmodatin.3 them­

selves to Baal worship, he cried out: "How long will you hold between 

twocpinions? If the Lord is God follow Him, if God is God follow 

Him:" either/or: Elijah had no patience with COlll)romise and in his 

zeal he or dered the slaughter of the priests of Baal. Moses provides 
-

contrast i ng example. When the c011111UDity builds the infamous Golden 

Calf and dances before it, God pronounces the nation'• destruction and 

tells Mose H will r ia up a new community out of Mo•••' own family. 

hi lif in hi• hand, reDmJ:•r God 

is livid wi th vitb God tor atrain Bi ang rand 
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and to rescind the sentence which He has pronounced. Judaism has 

and has had its fanatics. Some we revere: Jeremiah, Akiba, Eliezer 

Ben Yehudah. Others we are less certain of: Daniel, Shabbatai Tzvi, 

the Neturei Karta. By their deeds shall you know them. If our 

fanatics have rarely put others to the sword this may in part be ex­

plained by the fact that minorities· are rarely in a position to do 

so. Since power corrupts, being of a persecuted minority is good for 

the soul. 

- I remember hearin9 my rabbi say that at Sinai the Israelites 

agreed to the Torah covenant without hearing its terms and that their 

trust counted as a virtue. Doesn't that qualify as excessive zeal? 

I'd want to know what I'm committing myself to. 

Sinai stands for the original insights. These are the ·given, 

the axioms, Ju9aism's special and surprising message. I've always 

looked on the Sinai episode as a dramatic statement of the truth ·that 

a religion's special and surprising message is just that, a given: but 

I also believe that, once the message is in place, reason and experi­

ence can and should come into play and literalism or authorized in­

terpretation must always.give way· l)efore evident need. An approach 

which says "the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath" has 

taken an attitude of restraint towards revelation which warns the be­

liever not to set the needs of humanity aside out of zeal to obey the 

letter of the revelation. Some religions demand absolute subniesion 

to the interpretations of the message by a central authority while 

others like Judaism welcome the trained and inquisitive mind and sug­

gest that there i benefit in constantly re-examining the meaning of 

the founding mess ge and th t no int rpretation i• infallibl. In 

Judaism we pr i God for r • 1 tion and r uon. !b daily• rvic 

·ncludea th p tition, vor u, O lord, vitb Jmovleaae, unaeratancliD9 
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and discernment. Praised be You, o Lord, gracious Giver of knowledge." 

- What about the Sabbath stone throwers? 

Energy surges around and within any religion. It's there be­

cause religion is not childish pageantry but our gamble that our lives 

have meaning. 

Prudent people shun excess and prefer Aristot~e•s rule of the 

Golden Mean: everything in moderation. Patience wedded to principle: 

but Bertrand Russell, with some merit, once described Aristotle's 

rule as a rationalization devised by and ~or the respectable middle­

aged to justify caution and compromise. If redemption depends on 

sacrificial living, can we be satisfied with the rule of cautious 

prudence? It's a puzzlement. 

Religion is not good. Religion is not bad. Religion is. The 

religious spirit is insistent. The resurgence of powerful religious 

energies, and hence of fanaticism, has been for many one of the most 

surprising features of our century. Religion was supposed to be in 

an advanced stage of senescence. Yet, this century has seen the con­

version of hundreds of millions to Conmunism and Maoism and a powerful 

revival of traditional religious groups in the Muslim, Christian and 

Jewish worlds. Nor is this phenomenon limited to backward countries. 

Here in America we have seen Billy Graham draw thousands to football 

stadia, an explosion of cults, 'better red than dead' bumper stickers, 

the born-again phenomenon and the rise of evangelism aa a political 

force. 

- We're caught, aren't we, between judgment and c011111itment? 

we're caught in life. I left them with a statement of Reinhold 

iesuhr's which I've always liked: ''Religious fanaticism in the name 

of rigorou monotheism i• obvioualy poaaibl only because men falsely 

identify hi torically contingent valu • with th God of their own 
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devotion ... This inclination cannot be overcome by abolishing 

'religion'." 



Chapter 3 

CAN THE LEOPARD CHANGE HIS SPOTS 

As I thought about our first day's conversation I felt that 

somewhere at the heart of it was an assumption - how widespread I 

couldn't tell yet - that a person can switch religions as he might 

turn on or .off a light switch. They talked as if someone might take 

a good look at Judaism and decide whether to join or go elsewhere, and 

that once that decision was made - to be or not to be - that would be 

that. 

It's not that simple. Ask any convert, I suggested. Most 

wil1 testify to a good bit of quilt, cultural awkwardness, and a nag­

ging sense of being adrift. We've already talked about, and agree, 

how much we are what our environment allows us to.be. We speak the 

language of our times and native community. We internalize the les­

sons the community prescribes, take on the habits of our peers and, 

inevitably, are shaped by their interests. We tend to feel most com­

fortable when we're among people whose reactions and signals we in­

stinctively understand. The cultural imprint is deeply etched and 

doesn't erase easily. 

- Then do you believe what the Jesuits claim - that if they 

could have a child durinq the first six years of life that person 

would belong to them forever? 

That claim may be apocryphal and, anyway, it certainly over­

stat,es the case. So does the Biblical proverb: •Train up a child in 

the way he should qo and he will follow you the rest of hi• life.• 

But nobody should minimize the power of conditioning. Whole-hearted 

converts to Judai m hav told I I can't help it, I mi•• Christmas,• 

or "I checked the wron box t 1 t. fall'• r iat.r t.ion befor Ir 

membered," or I r ar, but. I' 
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expecting the collection plate." Any change in familiar ways is dis­

concerting. A recently married man who'd been raised in a traditional 

congregation and had joined his wife's synagogue told me: "I agree 

intellectually with the Reform position but f.1.1 never get used to a 

woman rabbi." My colle~e advisor, probably the most learned Jewish 

philosopher of his day, Harry Austryn Wolfson, suffered s·tomach pains 

when he first began eating in his non-kosher rooming house, and for 

months he never associated the pain with his break with childhood 

custom. 

However disconcerting the thought may be, no one completely 

shakes off the influences of home and neighborhood. A person can re­

nounce citizenship - in his native country or native religion - and 

years later feel himself drawn back. Around every synagogue you'll 

find a cluster of spiritual returnees - there's even a familiar name 

for them, ba'alei teshuvah, usually middle-aged men and women who for 

years went their separate ways but eventually felt a need to come in 

out of the secular cold. Perhaps you've noticed that those who con­

vert to the Christian gospel often try to create synagogue-type in-
. 

stitutions so they can maintain many of the familiar forms as if 

nothing has changed. 

Margaret Mead once told me that similar feelings tug incessantly 

t the emigrant. Need drove him abroad and loneliness drives him back 

home. The peasants who left th country villages of Eastern and 

Southern Europe for th Pennsylvania coal mine• or Ohio at 1 mill• 

fled poverty, 

'derable number, one th ir cbildr 

- I th 

n e off irn 

rarely flt rooted. · A con-

ly eau, , r turn 

-IAliar urromlding. 

4 oft ain t th ir 



47 

In Communist Russia and China children of privileged families are 

never free from the suspicion that they are "capitalist roaders," 

and in our country both Jews and non-Jews label as a Jew a public 

figure who had a Jewish background though he may now be a member of 

some mainline church. 

Yes. 

- Haven't you overstated the case. There are whole-hearted 

conversions. I know some who have made a good adjustment and are 

completely at home and loyal. 

At home and loyal, yes. Completely at home, I'm not sure. 

I remember one convert: liberal, well-read, sure that her 

nominal Christian upbringing was no impediment to a full partnership 

in the Jewish life of her future husband. She told me before her 

conversion: "I never went to SUnday School. My family aren't Church 

folks. I've always believed in God but never in the Christ myth. So 

I have no theological problems at all about becoming Jewish." Some 

years later she came and asked me to deconvert her. I told her that 

no such ceremony exists. Besides, it wouldn't be my place to organize 

one. But we kept talking, in part because she was so determined that 

I understand her feelings: "I don't want to become a Christian. I 

don't believe in the Cross. But I find I can't give up Easter and 

Christmas and somehow I feel disloyal to my parents.• 'lhe call of the 

cradle faith is COlll)elling, often an unyielding, sU111110ns. 

Conditioning ffects us in many ways. Th re are Jews who 

have given up formal ffili tion but who tak an active interest in 

Israel or who 

Stalini t, I 

Jew. youn 

COlllfflln m, 

't 1 t 90 of th Jevi h •probl 
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fiercely proud of being heir to a tradition of prophetic outrage at 

injustice. I have a philosopher friend who's a confirmed atheist and 

a tireless religious explorer: he goes cheerfully to services in 

Indian temples and Shinto shrines but he hasn't been inside a syna­

gogue since his Bar Mitzvah. He says he doesn't like to be "tied" 

down, but he just happened to take his sabbatical at the Hebrew Uni­

versity, and he's profoundly involved with the political security of 

the State of Israel. It's hard to let go. 

- I won't argue about the force of conditioning but in my 

home Judaism was a word not a way of life. I could leave without ever 

looking back. 

Perhaps you could. For a person raised in a home where Juda­

ism is a nonessential,.there's probably not much tension in sliding 

over into the civil religion or whatever other tradition really 

refracted the family's values. In a pluralistic society a religion's 

tag can be a misleading label. 

- You've been talking about the religious imprint. I also 

don't see it - not in my home, not in the way we live. We live nicely 

and we're decent people, but an occasional candlelighting doesn't seem 

to me to have anything to do with my character or beliefs. 

Your home called itself Jewish, but it treated the tradition 

formally and superficially rather than as a cluster of values and duties 

and you understandably still think of Judaism in those terms. Your 

problem is a conceptual and not unc0111110n one. I know your parents. 

They are politic lly active and politically liberal and unaware how 

gr atly their ttitude towards velfar legialation and the race issue 

lect the v lu o J iah COIIIIWlal lif in which they wer raiaed, 

r member th Li bon yn 9ogu I told you aboalt and th prapb t'• in•i•-

t nee th t th r only on all not on Path r, 
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has not one God created us all?" How many of your non-Jewish friends 

have as many books in their home? 

- My folks are bright. Why don't they realize that some of 

their values are 'Jewish'. 

Because the civil religion shares these values and because they 

think of religion as ritual rather than as a relevant, ethical message. 

One of the paradoxes of modern life is that many Jews don't realize 

how Jewish they really are. 

- My parents talk about Israel, ahti-semitism, Soviet Jewry 

and synagogue politics, but never about what they believe. 

The reticence you describe -is fairly widespread among Jews, 
• 

and it needs examining, though I don't claim to understand it fully. 

For some this silence masks theological doubts. For many it's a 

question of embarrassment. They're afraid their beliefs will be dis­

missed as childish or incredibly old-fashioned. Many are afraid that 

they can't find the right words to explain a half-formed feeling. I 

can't tell you how many times teen agers have asked me about some re­

ligious matter and added: 'I asked my parents who told me to ask you.' 

I'm belaboring defining religion because Jews are uneasy and uncom­

fortable talking about their religion: It's one of the few areas 

-where many Jews are tongue-tied. 

- Along this line, I went to a Wednesday night service at a 

local church. From time to time people got up and told how they had 

found Jesus. I'd never heard anything like it at any of our aervicea. 

I found those testimonies moving. 

One of th 

talk openly i th t 

at noth r int t t 

Judi m y. 

- y 

dvantagea of an inatitut lik thi• one vb r we 

br ak thi barri r. I remember a caq,er 

o ol t anyone vho took 
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A Jew is a Jew. Jews don't have to prove that they have a 

right to be part of the congregation. Then, too, being Jewish envolves 

a whole way of life, not simply an affirmation in belief. "1hen the 

Jesuits began missionary work in China in the sixteenth century, they 

felt that they could convert people without requiring them to break 

formally with the Confucian social patterns. Conversion was seen as 

acceptance of Christ as one's saviour. The crucial act was an affirma­

tion. The Jews of China kept Kosher, and anyone who joined had to 

accept the rule of the community. • • It's a different approval altogether. 

- I don't know about public testimonies, but I do know that 

my parents never talked with me about God or asked to hear my prayers 
• 

when I was a child. When I went to services with my Confirmation 

class, they drove me to Temple and arranged to have me picked up 

afterwards. I've never figured out why they bothered to send me to 

religious school. 

To be Jewish is to belong to a community of fate, only part of 

which is also a community of faith. Your parents obviously felt part 

of the community of fate but somewhat distant about the conmunity of 

faith. You were sent to religious school, I suspect, because they 

recognized that, though the forms of the religious life did not seem 

crucial to them, their interests, attitudes and activities derived to 

large degree from the cluster of ideas, hopes and institutions 

which are rooted in the religious life, and they wanted you to be ex­

posed to the full range of the Jewish experience. The connunity of 

te cannot di ·entangl it lf from the COIIIIIWU.ty of faith. 
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in the congregation. They took me to Israel for my Bar Mitzvah. 

When grandfather died we sat shivah. 

Others nodded in agreement as he spoke. The Jewish community 

includes the active as well as the indifferent. It shows all the 

heterogeneity of the larger society: Reform, Conservative, Orthodox: 

affiliated-unaffiliated: learned-uninformed: some have models to pat­

tern themselves after and rebel against: others can only guess at 

what becoming Jewish involves. 

- With such a mixed bag I'm surprised that you can still speak 

of a Jewish community. 

So am I sometimes. But then conformity has never been a 

Jewish virtue. Moses led twelve fiercely independent tribes. During 

' 
the century before the Romans destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem, the 

Jewish community included Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Theraputme, 

apocalyptics, the Dead Sea monastics and Hassidim, my list includes 

only those who cared deeply enough to create a special sect: later 

sages insisted that the destruction of the Temple had occurred because 

those divisions had arisen, but in truth there has never been a time 

without division. We're a fiercely independent lot, you know the old 

-
line, 'two Jews, three opinions,' yet, with it all, let there be need 

and the divisions are overlooked and most of us pull together. 

- well, then, what makes a Jew a Jew? 

According to rabbinic law, a Jaw is a person born to a Jewish 

mother or one who converts. The Hebrews, like all the peoples of the 

nc·ent Middle.East, practiced polygamy, and soma rule baaed on maternal 

de cent was required to• ttl questions of inh ritanc ~d precedence 

ong the many on of chi f. In ffect, it an that you become 

MNtrican citiz n - by Jew in th w y th t yon 

ing born op r nt vho r citi•-·-• Beyand thia tb r i conv raion, 
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which parallels the process of acquiring citizenship through naturali­

zation. 

- All this sounds both archaic and formal. 

Despite its antique flavor, I rather like the law's matter­

of-factness: despite all our pretensions to being free spirits, in 

the final analysis we are in large_ measure what our early environment 

allows us to be, and mothers have a lot to do with that environment. 

It also says that the Jewish community is an open community. 

Anybody can join. our tradition is not racist like that of the Athenai­

ans who, for all their philosophy, never outgrew feeling that all 

non-Athenaians were barbarians, lesser breeds, and who routinely 

denied citizenship rights to all aliens. 

- I thought we didn't seek converts. 

As I mentioned yesterday, we did when we were allowed to. 'ltie 

New Testament describes Jews who crossed and recrossed the Mediter­

ranean for that purpose. Jews sought converts until prohibited to 

do so by Roman authorities. The medieval world insisted that error 

had no right to be promulgated. Until quite recently it was unsafe 

for Jews even to suggest conversion. If someone converted to Judaism, 
. 

the convert and the converter, if caught, were tortured and executed. 

- well, there aren't any Jewish missionaries now. 

Missionaries, no: but most cities have classes for those who 

come to a rabbi and say, "We've found our way to you and want to 

1 arn more." Every year I convert perhaps a dozen wh~ came to experi-

nee the Jewi hwy and tudy with • Since the Torah Tradition doe• 

not claim th t only J...a~ will be allowed into H van, there ha• been 

no compelling r---on to organiz mi aionary pr09ra111 to aav aoula. 
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were praying. I don't know what happened, but suddenly I felt that 

the whole of Jewish history was alive for me. 

Moses had a similar experience when he unexpectedly came 

across the Burning Bush and heard the commanding voice that trans­

f ormed his life. Such bolt out of the blue experiences_ do happen. 

But, more often, I suspect, we simply find that the familiar has be­

come part of us. Unlike some other religions Judaism never made this 

kind of transforming experience a requirement of belonging. We don't 
.. 

accept a convert simply because he testifies that he has seen the 

Jewi sh light, -he has no way of knowing if it's really Jewish or 

not , nor have we. A binding experience is by definition an emotional . 
moment, but love can grow on us as well as surprise us. 

It's to the everlasting credit of our religious leaders that 

they were unwilling to focus Judaism on feeling alone, or to orches­

trate t he religious life so that it tried to t ake advantage o.f people's 

suggestibilities. The synagogue rarely took on the circus aspect of 

a revivalist tent meeting and leadership in the community went to the 

learned not to the money sensitive. Deep in our culture lies a pro­

found distrust of feeling cut loose from its moorings in a defining 

tradition. Judaism takes a patient approa:ch: schooling, as well as 

experience: a familiar liturgy as well as prayers spoken as the spirit 

moves us . 

- Reverse the coin. Isn't one reason the leopard can't change 

his spots simply that a leopard ia xpacted to hav apota? I'm alway• 

arguing with 
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of a united and Catholic nation, gave their Jews the cruel choice of 

baptism or death. Those who allowed themselves to be sprinkled with 

holy water found they weren't accepted as Christians: they were called 
. 

New Christians and treated as outsider~, a practice that lasted for 

at least three centuries during which the faith of these families was 

regularly and rigorously reviewed by the Inquisition. In Nazi Germany 

the children of a Lutheran father and his pious wife were classified 

as Jews if two of their grandparents had been Jews. In the Soviet 
• 

Union descendants of Jewish heroes of the revolution remain Jews by 

nationality, whatever the fervor of their allegiance to the Communist 

Party , and increasingly, as the Soviets woo the Arab world, they are 

included in the educational and job restrictions which have been im­

posed on all who carry an identity card which carries the label: Jew. 

Enrollment in Russia's universities has been severely restricted, and_ 

careers i n diplomacy, the officer ranks of the army, and in advanced 

·physics are closed to them. 

- Here in America it's different. 

- What about Sarah's roommate? Bearing the label has less 

consequences here: but it does make some difference. 

- What can we do about anti-semitism? 

Very l ittle. Human beings seem to have a low tolerance for 
• 

differences . I s uspect prejudice goes back somehow to some primitive 

urvival mechanism. Animals protect their herd against all strangers. 

Whatever the re s on prejudic s are not amenabl to reason. Worse, those 

ho r per ecuted ar o t 
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Those who justify their prejudices by claiming that Jews are 

arrogant about a special relationship with God are often precisely 

those who claim that Christians ~re the New Israel, specially beloved 

of God, and that only they will be saved. Someone defined prejudice 

as a way of transferring our sickness to others: a way of pointing the 

finger at someone else so no one will ask us embarrassing questions. 

- Yes, but this Chosen People idea does suggest exclusivity. 

The Chosen People concept is not a racial one. The law is 

specific: the Jewish community is an open community. A Jew is a Jew 

by virtue of birth or conversion, and the convert is the ful1 equal of 

one.born a Jew. Ruth, a convert, was worthy of being the great­

grandmother of King David and, by inference, a direct ancestor of the 

Messiah. 

Jews never related the Chosen People idea to any claims to 

superiority. Abraham was a semi-nomad of no particular nobility. Those 

whom Moses led out of Egypt are described as an asafsuf, an undistin­

guished motley. When he brought a harvest offering to the Temple, the 

Israelite affirmed a nondescript ancestry: "A wandering Aramean was 

my father." The Bible is innocent of the sort of myth coninon among 

ancient peoples, that · they or their kings were descendants of the gods. 

If there was pride of conmunity, it waa baaed not on genes 

but on the quality of Jewish life. Eastern European Jews were as im­

poverished as the illiterate peasant• who subjected them to daily 

humiliation, but they were literate and the local nobility depended 

on Jews to tre t their illneaaea, manag their estate• and keep their 

books. Understandably Java flt superiority over their neigh-

bors and goy, orig n ly H br word which denot iq,ly a nation 

or a peopl, put t not.hi119 in th tradition 
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sanctioned such expressions. The tradition never claimed that the 

followers of other religions were damned or encouraged Jews to treat 

non-Jews with contempt even when they were so treated by others. 

- What about the Arab in Israel? Aren't they treated as 

second-class citizens? 

Yes and no. There are restrictions. The situation is not 

ideal and, to a large degree, the result of security considerations, 

but there are Arab members of the Kenesset, Arab-owned and run news-

papers, and Arab professors and students at the Hebrew University. 

Israel's police force protect mosques and Muslim holy places from any 

attack by fanatics, and many Jews are among those who are pushing for . 
the maximum relaxation of these ~mergency measures consonant with 

national security. Incidentally, Jews do not enjov, and have never 

enjoyed, comparable rights in any Arab state. The significant point 

is that Israel's restrictions are tempor ary measures and . are not 

justified by anyone on a religious basis. I sraelis generally accept 

the Biblical injunction, "Zion must be established in justice," and 

they know that the Torah requires that there be one iaw for the home­

born and t he stranger who is within your gates. 

- Jews do feel different. I know I do. 

I once wrote A History of Judaism, and someone asked why I had 

bothered. Part of mv answer touched the intrinsic fascination of our 

h' tory. we are a long-lived people who have been around almost as 

long as the Chinese and longer than anybody else in the Western world. 

've not only been around, we've been highly visible. It'• bean said, 

"Jews are like everyone else, only more so.• It'• th •more so• that 

make u i nter ting. Even peopl who don't like ua admit our aignifi-

cance. chol ra who arch for·~b root• of anti-aendtiam 

ometime gu th tit i root in j louay of Jevi b en rgie• and 
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abilities. 

- I don't want to feel different. Distance breeds misunder­

standing. 

It also makes civilization possible. 'rhe value of a plural­

istic society is that someone is always challengi~g what others assume 

to be obvious and which, in fact, is not obvious at all, but simply 

familiar. As the French say: Vive la difference1 difference keeps a 

community from becoming a drowsy mutual admiration society. 

- You'd agree that there's no virtue in differences for the 

sake of being different. Groups like Hare Krishna leave me cold. 

They seem to ma~e a virtue of nothing more significant than being far 

out. 

They do add a bit of color. The special and suxprisinq message. 

of a cult may be special, surprising and insi9"ificant. Think of those 

millenarian cults whose message is to build bomb shelters because 

they are certain the world will end on a particular day • 
. 

- Or those Jews who think that sifnificance rests in the marks 

of difference - side curls and the dietary laws. 

Most traditional Jews know that these disciplines are simply 

igns of obedience to a covenant whose terms affect everything they 

do. \tthether we accept the traditional description of a popular acclama­

tion at Sinai of the whole Torah, or understand the Torah••• a cornpila­

t·on of Divine Instruction given at various times and places over 

many centuries, whether the Jews were chosen by God for His own reasons, 

traditional theology h • it, or wh th r they choa to serve God, 

s ome modern pref r to say, th fact ia that Jew• do feel chosen 

and oblig ted to • n of mi ion 4 a apecial role which• ta than 

on di tinct v oar i• 

vi ible ob rv c ita 
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Sinai is Jewish shorthand for the moment of choice and being 

chosen , when the Covenant was proclaimed and affirmed, when Israel 

took t o itself its "special and surprising word." At Sinai Israel 
. 

did not accept God. God does not need acceptance: rather, God of-

fered I srael a covenant, and Israel accepted its terms. I like Abraham 

Heschel's phrase: "God gave His word to Israel, and Israel gave its 

word of honor to God." Sinai symbolizes the transforming moment when 

the tribes ceased to be among the anonymous clans of black-tented 
~ 

bedouin s hepherds who ranged across the Fertile Crescent and became a 

people of significance to themselves and to civilization. 

I rejoice in this sense of significanc~. I wouldn't like to 

feel that I am part of a coIMlunity of human flotsam being tossed 

about on a restless ocean. To use some· ·modern ~jargon the Chosen People 

concept draws together this special sense of duty and raises a people's 

consciousness of its potential. 

- I belong to a Reconstructionist congregation. our prayer 

book no longer includes the traditional blessing: "We praise You O 

Lord' our God Who chose us from among all peoples." our rabbi says it 

smacks of national arrogance. 

I'm not particularly troubled by such phrases because they 

y to me simply , 'be grateful that you belong to a people who sensed 

pecial duty and set out to do it.' When my children were young and 

complained; "Johnny's parents let him: why can't we,• my answer was 

lways, each fami ly has its own standarda. 

Persian noblemen de piaed physical labor u slave work. Many 

of the sages supported themselves as . labor ra and taught Israel: •Let 

ram V 11-born d di tingui•h family and I 

wi b rk, • ool, er tor, God Rima lf, 

rformed work or 
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labor as menial and an unwelcome diversion from the real business of 

a scholar. The rabbis earned their keep as artisans, laborers and 

bakers and insisted that all study of the Torah without physical 

labor is vanity and drags sin in its train. Jews had/have a special 

way of approaching life. 

I've discovered through experience that a family or a com­

munity whose members feel a special obligation to their family name, 

what the French call noblesse oblige, often have an extraordinary 

impact on their times. For seven generat~ons scholar descendants of 

Maimonides were appointed the religious heads of Egypt's Jewish com­

munities. I don't mean that all Jews have been good, saintly, or 

necessarily conscious of any high obligation: far from it. I just 

finished reading a book entitled, The Rise and1 Fall of the American 

Jewish Gangster. Nor do I suggest that all Jews have been creative 

or wise. We've had our fools and our fanatics. I do mean that as a 

people we have internalized a sense of historic purpose and conse­

quently felt a compelling sense of duty we would not have felt other-

wise. 

As a Chosen People, Jews could never let down because they 

would be letting God down. They sensed that the world was judging 

God and Torah through them. Sociologists often use a theoretical 

concept they call anomie. The word comae from the same root a• 

nonymoua nd de cribea th fact th ta trang r will act le•• cir-

cumspectly than 

differently n 

1 nee 

dem d 0 

per on who f 1 b llligbt be r9C09Diz • Peopl act 

b th ta family outing. 'ltl ICU Klux l<lan ia a 

0 vbo i can cCA111lit vio­

gr ge man. 

r vaa 

bard 
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God saying: 'I didn't raise you up to be ordinary.' The prophet Amos 

laid it out: "You specially have I known among the peoples of the 

earth, therefore will I visit upon you all your iniquities. 11 Being 

chosen means that Israel is subject to more, not less, rigorous 

standards than other peoples. 

- That's pretty hard to take. When my parents spoke that way 

to me, I always felt imposed on. 

It's demanding, absolutely. Anybody who wants to be left alone 

to enjoy his backyard and a beer certainly wants no part of a special 

destiny whose demands pull him away from the quiet and comfortable 

lif~. There's a choice we all must make between the special demands 

of a committed life on the one hand and the conventional responsi­

bilities of an LCD, Least Common Denominator, life on the other. Jews 

were told to set high goals and to feel that those could be attained. 

Achievement requires a healthy ego. Jews were conditioned to the idea 

of the nobility of the human spirit: "All Israel are the sons of 
... 

kings." Man was created "in the image of God." 

- You've spoken several times of covenant. I think.I know 

what you mean, but I'd like to be sure. 

The Torah is Israel's special and surprising message, the 

covenant text. Covenant means contract. The covenant was a living re­

l tionship, not simply a text. It defined what God expected of Israel 

nd listed the rewards of loyalty: the holy land, rain in its season, 

progeny, security for the nation and the penalties for disobedience: 

-
ex · 1e, drought, the barren womb and defeat. Hare, it says, ia the 

command you can fulfill. Here is the way that permits spiritual and 

mor 1 growth. Here is the way which will ple se God and bring redaq,­

tion. The covenant reaa urad Jew• that they lived in an orderly not 

capriciou world. 



61 

The idea of covenant (berit) seems to have been taken over · 

from a form of feudal relationship common in the ancient Middle East. 

When a king conquered another city-state, a covenant treaty was written 

which set out the terms of the new master-vassal relationship. This 

document announced the victor's power, stipulated the duties and 

taxes he would expect of his new vassal, promised his protection so 

long as these stipulations were faithfully abided and stipulated various 

punishments which would occur should either party renege. The victor 
• 

set th e terms, but the covenant was not in effect until the vassal 

accepted them. 

According to the Torah, God's first covenant with Israel was 

announced to Abraham1 it was a simple d9cument of fealty, promise, and 

protection. The rite of circumcision, the taking of a drop of blood 

from every male infant was accepted as an act of enrollment in this 

covenant r elationship. The later Sinai covenant contained all the 

rules. Till this day the public reading of the Torah in the synagogue 

is a symbolic reaffirmation of the acceptance of the berit. 

Covenant thinking colors all Jewish thought. It is Israel's 

charter, and it is also Israel's promise of salvation. Israel per­

forms. God p r otects. "If you are willing and obedient, you shall 

enjoy the good things of the earth.• Judaism conceives of the coven­

and as regulated by a God who is long-suffering and patient and who 

understands t hat it is not ea~y for humans to meet its terms. Elec-

ion brings wi th it . the danger of dismissal. God would abrogate the 
. 

covenant relationship if Israel were to contemptuously turn ita back 
. 

on these obligations. If you refus and rebel, you shall be de-

vou ed by the sword. Ir 1 remaina Cho en Peopl only as long as 

- But why Ir l? 
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At first no one asked why. A child does not ask why he is 

born into a particular family. Later it was suggested that Israel 

had been chosen precisely because she was the least distinguished of 

nations: if God could take the least likely, Deuteronomy says, and 

raise them on high, what could He not accomplish? 

- All of this sounds as if God cared about nobody but Israel. 

The Jewish tradition says that God is the God of all man, that 

we are all descendants of common procreations, that Heaven is open to 

any and all who deserve it, that God's instructions are to be shared, 

and that His promise at the End of Days is for all peoples. There was 

a covenant for Israel and one for all mankind: indeed, the covenant 

wi th Noah, which is the universal covenant, preceded Israel's. Its 

r ules were general, the prohibition of idolatry, blasphemy, murder, 

adultery, robbery and cannibalism and the mandate to establish courts 

of justice. The sense of duty and the promise of reward which are 

part of the Torah covenant are no less real here. 

- Why then are Jews accused of being clannish? 

I suspect for no better reason than that our accusers are 
I 

unable to understand why we should want to continue as Jews. Sub­

stitute "close ties" for "clannish" and you raise up one of Judaism's 

most attractive features. Close families support each other in 

time of crisis. I find it only natural that I must do all I can for 

Jews i n the Soviet Union or Latin America. I was puzzled when Chris­

tians turned a cold shoulder to the suffering of fellow Christiana . 

in Lebanon and. the Sudan. In a cruel world, I don't want to feel be­

reft and alone. 

- Jewish history hasn't been bed of roe•• In the Army I 

learned never to volunt r. wouldn't it hav been bett r for ua to • 

tay undistingui bed? 

or ligiou vi ion i vorth il if it 
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to stretch our moral reach. · No one likes to be discomfitted, but I 

fi nd that one of Judaism's strengths is that the Torah never allows 

me to feel I've done all I can and should. The covenant is not simply 

a list of do's and don'ts but a call to a range of duties which can­

not be stipulated and can never be fully met. The tradition calls 

these lifneh v'lifnim meshurat ha-din, above and beyond what is 

specified. The extra time spent with someone who is frightened or 

disturbed, volunteering for some service when no one else will step 
• 

forward, blowing the whistle on those who take advantage of office, 

testing a vaccine on yourself when there is no other way to prove 

its. e fficacy. 

Even the smell of a sermon tends to encourage the discussion 

to take another direction. 

- I can appreciate the functional value·of a sense of election, 

it's the rules that bother me. I want t o be free, · not controlled by 

rules . I don'c want my creativity stifled or my spirit broken. 

Freedom is the original virtue. God signs Himself: "I am 
• 

the Lord , your God, Who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 

the house of bondage." The Torah requires that on the sabbatical 

year Hebrew slaves were to be freed: A slave who preferred shabby 

security t o t he challenge of freedom had his ear lobe pierced as a 

sign that his hearing must be defective since he somehow hadn't heard 

God proclaim t he law of manumission. The Hebrews had been slaves and 

memory of the brutality they had endured wa• kept fresh: each Paaa-
. 

over the Seder s ervice baa ua all say: •Laat year we were slaves, 

this year may all be free.• J<nowing what it means to be beaten and 

degraded , t he tr dition mak s nuc:h of th obligation to h lp restore 

d to tr t oth ra with dianity. 

- Why h n 11th 1 ¥? Moat of th 'l'orab ia 1 "• 
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Law secures freedom. The ex-slaves were a confused rabble 

unti l they accepted the covenant. Without signals and stop signs, we 

could not drive easily, swiftly or safely. 

- Law is coercive. 

There are rules and rules. A Fascist state has rules. So does 

a free society. And they're not the same. I remember hearing a dis­

cussion on the First Amendment where the point was made that, since a 

system of free expression is designed to encourage a measure of con-
• 

flict within a society, it needs what the spea.ker called "the legiti-

mizing and harmonizing influence of the legal process to keep it in 

successful balance." 

- But the American Constitution is a social · contract which was 

discussed and debated in a Constitutional Convention before it was 

adopted. The Torah was simply announced. There were no votes and no 

amendments . 

True . Constitutional democracy was not vet an idea whose time 

had come. But remember, Sinai is not a symbol for all law, any law, 

but for God ' s law. It is implicit that God's law is equitable and 

just, and ~1ei t her arbi traz:v nor capricious. one of the Torah law's 

functions was to prohibit any ruler from proclaiming his own version 

of a constitution or his right to rule without restrictions. According 

to Deuteronomy, a king was required to write a Sefer Torah by his own 

h nd and have it read to him frequently as a reminder that power was 

his only as long as his acts conformed to its strictures. When a king 

exceeded his author ity and violated Torah law, God sent a prophet who 

publically condemned him as Nathan condemned Solomon over Uriah and 

Bathsheba and Elijah condemned Ahab and Jezebel over ~amtz. Torah 

l w prohibited an elite priestly cla•• from arroc.iating to itself the 

r·ght to interpret the rules. Sensitivity to th oppressed is iq>rinted 

.. 
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in most of its regulations. We must not deny justic~ to the power­

less, favor in court the well-placed or mock those of strange dress 

or manner. Open the legal sections of Torah: you will find yourself 

reading rules requiring prompt payment for property damage, just 

weights and just measures and due process in court procedure. 

The Torah also includes rules I don't agree with. For in­

stance, I don't believe in capital punishment. 

Neither did many rabbis. Torah is the written text, and what 

the generations found the text to mean 

Israel's judges so circumscribed capital cases with such envolved due 

process qualifications that it became almost impossible to condemn 

a criminal to death. 

There is a rule in Deuteronomy that, once the tribes enter 

the Promised Land, cities of refuge are to be designated where someone 
. 

who has committed an unpremeditated murder could flee and escape 

revenge. Some historians doubt that such cities actually were es­

tablished: but the idea suggests a central element in the Torah's con­

cern for justice. In those days, when a man was murdered, kinsmen 

organized a posse and sought revenge. There was a certain primitive 

justice in all this, but its execution was crude. Not all murders are 

alike: some are premeditated, some are accidental, while others are 

committed under mitigating circumstances. Given the fact that there 

was no such entity as an organized police force or a federal judiciary 

in ncient Israel, probably the only way available to distinguish 

degrees of culpability was to create· sanctuaries to which a man could 

flee until some court or sheik took over from the posse. lfhether 

uch cities actually existed is not as important as the fact that rule 

xis d. It focused legal thought on due proc ••• change of v nue, . 

nd a fair trial, worthy concern• indeed, and on• which were fully 
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and thoughtfully developed in rabbinic thought. 

- I picked a bad example for my purposes. Let me try another. 

I don't believe that a husband should have the right to initiate a 

divorce and not the wife. 

Neither do I. But I would add that the Torah permits the 

dissolution of unhealthy relationships, some traditions do not, and 

that it did not require either partner to make ugly public accusations 

against each other. 

- You're evading the issue. There are rules of personal status 

which you don't agree with. 

True, but in most cases I can see their virtue in a particular 

environment. Women simply had no standing in law in the Ancient world 

and the t ext conforms to the reality of its time. Unfortunately re­

spect f or earlier generations has precluded orthodoxy from finding ways 

to bring this rule into line with modern thought though. Over the 

ages rabbinic courts exerted all kinds of p r essure to force hu$bands 

who were holding their wives to an impossible relationship to proceed 

with the necessary divorce. 

When it comes to commentary, there are both strict and loose 

constructionists. 

- I've looked at the Torah and found some things I agreed with 

and many I di d not. I'm not interested in burning witches. 

we no longer burn witches: indeed, historians doubt if Israel 

ever did burn a witch. There is no record of a Salem-type trial. The 

witch's rule is part of the Torah's attack on magic, necromancy, 

whispering charms over wounds, and like auperatitiona, an attack which 

wa unique for its age and can still be a uaaful warning to our JMJ• ot 

Aquarius . 

- I once picked up a pa9 or tvo. It 
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seemed to deal with the minutia of ritual and with a whole lot of 

non-religious matters as torts and contracts. How can you make such 

high-blown claims for-such pedestrian stuff? 

I spoke of the living tradition not the printed texts. To 

read a translation of either Torah or Talmud is to read material that 

is alternately archaic and relevant, stirring and boring. I skim over 

all those 'begats' at the beginning of Genesis and the elaborate dis­

cussion of the precise time to recite the Sberna which fills the open-
~ 

ing chapter of the Talmud and tells me -me more than I care to know on 

the subject. Both anthologies are ancient documents full of rules we 

have outgrown or find unacceptable, and which the tradition has long 

since reshaped, as well as those wonderful themes, which we continue 

to apply with much benefit. It is this reading and the interpreta­

tion of the Torah which was and is the central act of devotion in the 

synagogue: and the reading and interpretation of Talmud which was and 

is the central act of devotion in the yesbivah. Torah and Talmud are 

books and they are also beginnings. 

- I tried to read the Tallfflld: I found I couldn't. 'ff>ere was 

no style and the language was so epigrammatic and gnomic that I 

couldn't follow the arguments. 

The Talmud is a law code and academic notes of scholastic 

discussion of various points. It is meant to be studied not read. If 

you would spend a few years on it, learninQ its structure and method­

ology, you'd find manv fine things • 
. 

- For instance? 

Reports on torture as a mean of criminal inv atigation are 

r re in Jewish r cords and polic brutality 1• almost unh ard of. 

Th reason i i 1. Un r T lnllclic 1 ~voluntary• lf-incrimination 
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is not accepted as evidence. Why torture a prisoner if your case was 

not advanced by his. confession? 

For instance. 

The Torah tradition does not accept the idea that you can be 

not quite honest in commerce or politics, because it's a jungle out 

there or because it's all right to take advantage of those you don't 

know. "In all your ways acknowledge Him." 

- What have laws of damage or rules about self-incrimination 

to do with re1igion? 

Have you forqotten our "cluster of ideas .• " definition? Re­

ligion is not what we do in a shrine, at least Judaism is not: but how 

we consecrate the whole of our life. 

Jews were encouraged to sanctify every moment of their lives. 

The structure of his community, the way he conducted business, the 

way food was prepared and eaten, the relationship of husband and wife, 

all were divinely mandated and spiritually significant. There was a 

blessing for ·every occasion, and this multiplication of pious expressions 
-

was not looked on as a way to gain merit but as a constant reminder 
. 

that a standard of holiness should be involved in all that we do. 

1arriage was not simply a sexual alliance or an arrangement of property, 

but kiddushim, a sanctification of two lives. Farming was not sowing· 

and harvesting but careful stewardship of God's creation. Business 

was not making out but the honorable management of production and dis­

tribution conducted according to Torah standards, 'just weights, just 

measures.' 

It is important to see Torah and Talmud text• a• significant 

beginnings rather than the um of Jewish dev lopnent •. Jewish practice 

is constantly emerging. 



69 

You talk about the text as a beginning not a conclusion. I 

know Jews who say nothing has changed. Judaism is obedient to a stated, 

long known law and I never know how to answer them. 

The Torah mandates a shrine-based sacrificial cult. Few of 

us would want to take part in such ceremonies. Certainly, Maimonides 

didn 't. In his famous philosophies work, The Guide to the Perplexed, 

he c ar efully explained that God had authorized sacrifices because this 

form of worship was customary throughout the ancient Near East and: 

"Man by his nature is not capable of abancioning suddenly all to which 

he was accustomed." A beginning not a conclusion. 

Leviticus is full of shrine regulations, but Amos and Isaiah 

insisted that religion dealt with more than the shrine: "~o has asked 

this of you to trample my courts? Bring no man vain oblations ••. " 

The Torah commands holiday observance, but it is essential Judaism 

that our responsibilities to others take precedence over our responsi­

bilities t o any liturgy or ceremony. On t he Day of Atonement ·we must 

first make our peace with those whom we have wronged before we can 

confidently ask God for forgiveness. "The Sabbath was made for man 

not man for the Sabbath." Medieval lore included the story of a 

famous rabbi who, during a plague year, deliberately ate food in the 

synagogue on Yorn Kippur to encourage his congregation to follow suit · 

and keep up their strength. 

originally, there were many Israelite shrines, some of which, 

like the sanctuary at Arad, have been excavated in recent years. Then 

1 worship was centered in the ahrin King Solomon built in Jerusalem. 

Th t's the form of worship the Torah pr acribea, but u Jeviah lif 

pread across the Middle E • ...,. tabli bed nae ting houa • in all 

heir settlement wh re they con ct an-._,.. ••• it tb 

ongs and 11 turgy of the c ntr brin • t.b aa•1::ruac.2.an of th 



Temple, these meeting places were transformed into synagogue-sanctuaries 

and a new religious institution emez:ged. Neither meeting houe nor 

synagogue is ever mentioned in Scripture: yet, the need was there and 

the tradition was reshaped to accommodate the necessary new forms. 

The Temple had been hierarchal, but in the synagogue anyone could lead 

worship. The Temple's architecture was said to represent the pro­

portions of the cosmos: the synagogue was simply a .room. The Temple 

had to be in Jerusalem on Mt. Zion: synagogues could be any place. The 

Temple's worship centered on sacrifices: ~in the synagogue Torah read­

ing and the psalms were central to the worship and so the Jew was . 
constantly reminded of his tradition's central teachings. 

Incidentally, speaking of transforming ideas, the Torah was 

the first Scripture to be treated as an open book rather than as the 

monopoly of priests, and the synagogue was the first democratic sanc­

tuary where anyone might teach or preach, where nobody did your religion 

for you. 

The bell rang. There was a nature walk that afternoon and 

we'd have only a few minutes together before dinner, so I took a final 

minute. There is a sense in which being born a Jew, or a Christian 

or a Buddhist, forever colors our lives. Ultimately, the beat reason 

to "become" a Jew is that vou have the chance to and that there is a 

good bit of evidence as to the value of such an identity. Since we 

cannot shed our soul, we would be foolish not to examine the possibi­

lit"es of our native tradition before seeking to exchange it for an­

other. 

I left them with a thought from my fath r'• writing: "Were all 

arts, philosophie, 

the pourer for it. 

r li ion c t into on mold, mankind would be 

0 f 

• i ~o ov rlook 

• 
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the deep cleavages which existed in the past and to assume a simi­

larity of doctrine and outlook which does not exist in the present ..• 

Indifference to one's own faith is no proof of tolerance. Loyalty to 

one's own is part of a larger loyalty to faith generally." 

• 

• 




