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Chapter 7 

JUDAISM IS 

It was a bright morning. Everything .and everyone was fresh. I 

bega,:1 with a bit of personal history. Twenty-five years ago my father 

wrote a book distinguishing the Jewish world outlook from that of 

other philosophies and religions and titled his manuscript Where 

Judaism Differs. An editor put the title into the past tense, Where 

Judaism Differed, and so it was published. The editor apparently was 

motivated by a point of view shared at the time by many of liberal 

s p i r i t th at th e h i st o r i_ c the o I o g i ca I di ff e re n c es bet we e n th e ma i o r re -

ligions were no longer significant. He believed that no one paid 

serious attention to doctrine, that only the ethical teachings of the 

religions counted and that these were fundamentally similar; moreover, 

since doctrinal distinctions bred distance and misunderstanding, It 

was a progressive act to deny their continued importance. 

Dad's editor misread the times. Doctrine isn't dead. Indeed, a 

tidal wave of religious passion has rolled across the globe. College 

women in_lran have thanked the Ayotollah Khomeini for ordering them 

back into pur~al)_._ Across the Near East immams preach (lhad, holy 

war, against Israel. In Ireland, Lebanon, Iran, and lndla hundreds die 

because of doctrlnal differences. Nor have rellglou1 pa11lon1 been 

limited to backward countries or Ignorant folk. The Right-To-Life 

crusade Is fueled by church doctrine and led by many who are well­

educated. Nor has the house of Israel been exempt. Some of the 

settlements on the West Bank serve security purpo•••• Others are there 
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because groups like the Gush Emunim, the self-styled 'falthful', 

i n s i st t h at a B i b I i c a I de s c r i pt i o n o f t h e bo u n d a r i es o f t h e P r om i s e d 

Land must determine the foreign policy obiectives of the government. 

The editor reflected a particular time and situation. The Allies 

had won the war. America was prosperous and powerful. We seemed to 

be solving our problems and, among many intellectuals, there was a 

tendency to see religion as a set of medieval doctrines floatlng some­

where out there, interesting but archaic. People reminded each other 

that Confucius, Jesus, and Hillel each had taught the Golden Rule 

and could see no good reason to get excited about quaint customs or 

parochial formulations. Ministers and rabbis acted more like social 

workers and counselors than celebrants of a mystery or teachers of 

truth. 

The traditional claims of the various rellglons had been discredited. 

Cultural anthropologists had located religion In every known culture, 

in the process making it clear that all claims to a monopoly on truth or 

to sole possession of the keys of the Kingdom were disputed and con­

testable. The promise of Heaven had been Identified by soclallst 

theory with propaganda designed to encourage polltlcal passivity. 

Biblical miracles were mocked as credulity. To use a favorite word of 

the day, religion was no longer relevant. 

My father's editor, whom I later got to know, was, In fact, a 

communicant of an American civic rellglon which assumes the unques­

tioned value of democracy, 1oclal reform, and lndlvldual freedo111, and 

bases its vision In the faith - I use the word deliberately - that what 

i contradictory, erratic, or mallclou1 In human action results from 

societally Induced distortions of our Innate decency rather than any 
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inherent limitation of human nature. He shared with many other fine 

and gentle people the disadvantage of being an educated, mildly 

liberal, middle-class white American male who, secure In his country's 

power and prosperity, felt confident that his values were right and 

that ultimately they would be accepted by the rest of the world. There 

were sti 11 witch doctors and faith healers but they belonged to the 

Third World and the other America and would disappear as the benefits 

of learning and prosperity spread. 

- What's your problem with these Ideas? They seem reasonable. 

I believe that millions ha.ve been brutalized by dehumanizing Institu­

tions and that, as the world's institutions are reformed, our nicer side 

w i 11 em e rg e • 

The cold streets of an urban slum, poverty and parentless homes 

certainly deprive millions of useful supports, not to speak of love and 

valuable role models. The iungle brings out the feral In the human 

animal. But environment Isn't everything. A person of courage and 

principle can stand against the tide: "In a place where there are no 

men, strive to be a man • 11 The Torah makes this point In the famous 

myth of Sodom and Gemorrah, the wicked cities of the Plaln. God 

decided to destroy these towns for the Ir evl I ways, but bra ham 

intercedes on behalf of any good folk who might llv• there: •WIii you 

sweep away the Innocent with the gullty?• When the count was taken, 

not even twenty righteous citizens were to be found, but th• point had 

been made that even In Sodom strong-minded and hlghly moral lndlvldu­

als could survive. 
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- I read recently that Sodom and Gomorrah had been located by 

archeologists. Why did you call this story a myth? 

Researchers have been excavating sites on the southeast bank of 

the Dead Sea where the Cities of the Plain are presumed to have been 

situated, but as yet any identification is only coniecture. No in­

scription has been found identifying any site. Even if we could posi­

tively locate these cities, the Genesis story would stil I be a myth, 

a story whose truth lies below the surface. Oral histories told of the 

s u d de n de st r u ct i o n o f th es e c i t i es a n d th i s famous e v e n t p ro vi de d the 

appropriate focus for the God-Abraham dialogue which Is the heart of 

the myth and makes the important point that God is iust and not venge­

f u I , re as o n a b I e , not a t y rant , a q u I t e di ff e re n t go d fro m any the pa g an 

world had. 

- Go back to your editor and his Ideas that rellglous differences 

had been important, but weren't any longer. Where did he make his 

mistake? 

Where Judaism Differed was published in 1956 Just before ethnic 

and black studies burst on the scene. Blacks, It seemed, wanted to be 

black, not white. Spanish parents wanted their children taught In 

their native tongue. Christians wanted to be evangelical, not slmply 

ethical. Disturbed by the bl Ind Impersonality of the mass society -

T. S. Eliot's If ne caught Its spirit: •here are decent godless people, 

their only memory the asphalt road and a thousand lost golf balls" - many 

subsequently turned away from the cosmopolltan Ideal, 'no artlflclal 
, 

divisions', which had characterized earl I er progressive thought, and 

recognized the lmportanc of the 1peclal and 1urprl1tng 111e11ag••• 
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Everywhere there was a renewed interest in 'soul'. Some turned to the 

cults, but far more to the religious gospels which had provided their 

ancestors with identity, moral certainty, and collective pride. It 

w a s t h e a g e o f bo r n - a g a i n e v a n g e I i s m a n d J e .!.!!.!_ C h r i s !,_S u p .!9.!.!.!..C!J_ • I t 

was a time for "Tradition, Tradition". 

Moreover, he proiected his hopes and some rather innocent ideas 

about ecumenicism onto four billion earthlings and as a reasonable man 

he failed to understand that religions are not iudged in terms of logical 

consistency and up-to-dateness but in terms of their emotional effective­

ness. His life was calm and he forgot that most of the world was in 

turmoil. In times of anxiety, we want our familles near us; we pull 

our religion close and hang on desperately to our religion's special 

message. What else is there? 

Elie Wiesel introduced his powerful novel of the Holocaust years, 

The Gates of the Forest, with a Hassldlc story Dad's editor might have 

sundered. "When the great Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov saw misfortune 

threatening the Jews, it was his custom to go to a certain part of the 

forest to meditate. There he would light a fire, say a special prayer, 

and the miracle would be accomplished and the misfortune averted. 

Later, when his disciple, the celebrated Magid of Mezrltch, had oc­

casion, for the same reason, to Intercede with Heaven, he would go 

to the same place in the forest and say: 'Master of the Universe, ll1ten! 

I do not know how to light the fire, but I am stlll able to say the 

prayer!' And again the mlracle would be accomplished. Stlll later, 

Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sa1ov, In order to save his people one• more, 

w o u I d go i n to t h • for It and I a y: • I do not k ·now how to 11 g ht th• f I r• , 
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I do not know the prayer, but I know the place and this must be suf­

ficient.' It was sufficient and the miracle was accomplished. Then 

it fell to Rabbi Israel of Rizhyn to overcome misfortune. Sitting in 

his armchair, his head in his hands, he spoke to God: • 1 1 am unable 

to light the fire and I do not know the prayer; I cannot even find the 

place in the forest. All I can do is tell the story, and this must be 

sufficient.' And it was sufficient." 

- You're saying he misunderstood the urgency of our need for re-

assurance. 

And the fundamental and elemental role of rel lg ton. Wiese I 

ends this parable with the line: "God made man because he loves 

stories." A religion's special message is redemptive, and to blur the 

specialness is to create intolerable doubts about Its promise. 

- In that sense this return to religlon Is a sad thing. Religions 

do create divisions. I lost a good friend who suddenly got al I hot 

about his Christianity and couldn't leave me alone. He Insisted I had 

to be saved. 

There's no way out. My editor went to school when soclologtsts 

were describing American society as a melting pot; but cultural plural­

ism won the day. We resist being boiled down Into a bland stew. We 

need identity and community; and community Implies distances from 

others as wel I as closeness to your own. 

George Santayana ts credited with the observation that to try to 

be religious without espousing a specific religion 11 Ilk• trying to 

speak without control ling a specific language. Rellglon1 perform com­

mon social and psychologlcal functions, but Identity of function 11 
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simply that and no more. Catholicism, Shamanism, Shintoism, and the 

Torah tradition are distinct religions each shaped by its special vision. 

The believer senses both the community of belief and a certain separa­

tion from those of other beliefs. America's civil religion and Soviet 

Communism are diametrically opposed in teaching and messianic hope, 

and their fierce competition for people's loyalty is almost inevitable. 

- I f I a c c e p t yo u r a I I - i n c I u s I v e de f i n I t i o n o f rel i g Io n , I c an 

appreciate what you 1re saying. But limit yourself to the conventional 

religions. Aren't Judaism and Christianity built around similar values? 

People speak of a Judea-Christian tradition. We share the Bible. 

There are similarities but far more differences. What is Torah 

to Judaism is Old Testament to Christianity, and what Is taught in 

the New Testament determines how the church approaches the old. The 

church believes that the Old Testament contains Important, even In­

spired, materials, a chronicle of the first stage of sacred history, 

prophecies about the Christ-Messiah, and some moving psalms; but 

that much of it has been cancelled or superseded, particularly the Torah 

law, the part Jews declare to be the heart of God's special and sur-

• • pr1s1 ng message. 

- We share the Ten Commandments. 

The concept more than Its specifics. Jews read, "you shall not 

murder." Most Christian translations read, "you shall not klll;" their 

version fits more closely Jesus' 'turn the other cheek' sermon than the 

clear intent of the Torah tradition which speclflcally permits wars of 

self-defense and stipulates capltal punishment for certain crimes. Paul, 
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and subsequently all of Christianity, denied the authority of Torah law 

over their lives. Torah laws were treated as the no longer binding rules 

of the Jews. The Ten Commandments were treated as the synthesis of 

the laws necessary for society to function. As Dr. Einstein has taught 

us, perspective determines what we see. 

- Aren't you making much out of a minor difference of trans­

lation? 

I think not. You shall not kill suggests both pacifism and 

vegetarianism, interesting special messages, but not themes which 

have been central to the Torah tradition. 

- We share the hope of peace on earth. 

But we express it dlfferently. The Christian vision Is of a world 

ioined in the mystic body of Christ. The Jewish vision emphasizes 

Jews secure in Zion and the world enioylng iustlce and peace. Lit­

tle is said of everyone being iolned In one rellglous communion. 

- S u c h di ff e re n c es a re 11 m I t e d to off I c I a I p ro noun c e me n ts • 

People don't care. 

Perhaps not, but differences In a rellglon Inevitably have an 

impact on private attitudes. Try a simple test. Ask a few friends 

whether or not they agree with the sentence: Faith Is a private matter. 

I think you wtll find that most Christians will say 'yes' without a 

second thought; and most Jews wtll agree, but quickly add something 

about the importance of community. The rabbis described the Jewish 

people as an extended famlly: "all Israel are related.• Jews everywhere 

support Israel, welcome Soviet emlgres, and worry about co-religionists 

in South Africa and the Argentine. Jewish communities 
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in every town of size in the United States organize fund-raising drives 

for caring institutions, religious education, and the relief of needy 

Jews under the rubric, 'we are one'. Such support is instinctive among 

Jews who have been taught by the prophets as well as by harsh ex­

perience that being a Jew involves you with God and with the Jewish 

people. 

- People of all religions cooperate in civil affairs. 

On some issues. Elements of the Protestant Church argue that 

the public school day should begin with prayer, a position most in the 

Jewish community oppose. The Roman Catholic bishop of Cleveland and 

I worked closely on race-relatetd matters, particularly desegregation of 

the public schools, but we are on opposite sides of the political 

fence when it comes to Federal aid to parochial schools. I su'pport the 

Planned Parenthood Association, and I am sure he does not. The special­

ness of our religion's message leads us to adopt different agendas and 

to take different stands on a variety of specific social problems. 

The Jewish tradition emerged In a cultural environment where the 

body and the soul were accepted as Inseparably intertwined. The 

Biblical word, nefesh, denotes the heart and that sense of individu­

ality we call soul. Christianity emerged later In a world deeply In­

fluenced by Greek categories of thought whose tendency was to separate 

matter and form, body from soul. Form, the soul, was seen as eternal, 

pure; matter, the flesh, as perishable and Impure. Formed by men who 

thought naturally in this dualistic way, early Christianity set high 

value on those religious dlsclpllnes which would fr•• the soul from Its 

prison within the body. To that end It encouraged ascetic dlsclplln•• 
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such as fasting and the mortification of the flesh. Marriage could only 

be seen as a concession to the flesh. 

- Many of the differences seem to deal with sex. 

Christianity praised celibacy. Judaism labeled marriage kid--
dushim, a sanctification, talked of love as a natural and healthy 

human expression, and saw no reason to be ashamed of physical attrac­

tion. "Three sights are too wonderful for me, four which I know not: 

the way of an ea g I e i n the a i r; the way of a serpent upon a rock; the 

way of a ship in the midst of the sea; and the way of a man with a 

young woman." Rabbis always have married. According ·to folklore, 

God spends part of each day as a marriage broker and enioys His work. 

A thirteenth-century sage-mystic, Nachmanides, wrote a book which 

praised the sexual relationships between men and women as fulfilling 

God's creative purpose, not only because sex produced children but 

because pleasure was given and received. 

- But I. B. Singer's novels describe Jews who rolled In the snow, 

fasted for extended periods of time and practiced various forms of 

denial. 

Jewish history is a long record, and you can locate in It men who 

bathed in cold rivers and who fasted to break free from the power of 

t h e i r a pp e t i t e s • But the Tor ah ' 1 u n I ta ry u n de rs tan d I n g o f human p e r -

sonality operated as a caution not to divide man Into parts and declare 

some parts seemly and others unseemly. The community appreciated 

the piety of those of ascetic temperament but did not declare their way 

superior to those who worshipped God with a whole heart and after a 

good meal. 
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- It's all interesting, but wasn't that editor saying: what was, 

was; but little of all this matters any more? 

We're humans all, and all of us have taken some of our values from 

the civil religion, but never underestimate the power of conditioning, 

environment and tradition. Even where the fires of belief burn low, 

the spirit glows with your religion's special cast. The philosopher 

Bertram Russell, makes it clear in his A!,Jtobiography that he has lost 

all belief in Christian doctrine, but I came across this paragraph in 

which he describes a visit to Greece: 

I found myself in a little church belonging to the days 
w he n G re e c e was pa rt o f the By z anti n e Em p i re • To my 
astonishment, I felt more at home in this little church 
than I did in the Parthenon or in any of the other 
Greek buildings of Pagan times. I realized then that 
the Christian outlook had a firmer hold upon me than 
I had imagined. The hold was not upon my beliefs, but 
upon my feelings. It seemed to me that where the 
Greeks differed from the modern world it was chiefly 
through the absence of a sense of sin, and I realized 
with some astonishment that I, myself, am powerfully 
affected by this sense in my feelings though not in 
my beliefs. 

I know that the Western Wall In the Old City of Jerusalem is 

esse ntially a retaining wall bullt by the tyrant Herod when he decided 

to e nlarge The Temple's plaza. I dlsllke the aspect of a rellglous 

circ us which I have sometimes found there. Yet, every time I go, I 

am moved. I see, not the stores, but the generations of pious men and 

wome n who braved taunts and attack to pray her• for th• coming of the 

Mess iah, and I am moved by the lndomltablllty of the human spirit. 

- I can see the Impact of American culture but not that of th• 

To rah tradition. 

It' 1 Int e rest Ing that w• work beat toge th• r on po 11 ti ca I I 11ue1 and 
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are most apart in the area of personal morality, particularly on family 

and sex related issues: birth control, divorce, abortion, homosexuality, 

etc., where the civi I religion has no clear position. 

- Given the pervasiveness of the civil religion, wasn't the editor 

right in believing that the old differences are disappearing? 

Torah may have little impact on some Jews; we've agreed a label 

is only a label; but we've also agreed that the impact of conditioning 

is significant even when we are unconscious of it. Not all the Jewish 

activists in the anti-war movements had gone to religious school, but 

something of the Jewish ethos had gotten through. I remember an early 

seventies demonstration in front of the Administration Building of the 

university where I teach. I was skirting the crowd on my way to 

lecture when I was accosted by a student I knew and berated for ·holding 

my class: ''You should be here, this is what Judaism Is all about." 

She was wrong. That particular noise was more adolescent rage than 

prophetic outrage; but she was expressing an Instinctive recognition 

that Amos and Isaiah would not have remained 1llent In a 1lmllar sltua-

ti on. 

- But there's less and less Judaism in the environment in each 

generation and so less Jewish Impact. 

That's not nece11arl ly so. In many homes there 11 more observance 

than in the homes these parents cam• from. We'v• already talked about 

The Jew!'sh Catalogue phenomenon. 

- But that's a temporary thl rd generation phenomenon. 

No one 11 sure. For better or worse the 111or• open-minded and 

Ii be ra I re I I g I ou1 approach•• •••• to be 1011 n1 ground acro11 the world. 



154 

We live in an age when ideology is in full cry and where many 

religions are again demanding submission to church authority. Liberal 

religious groupings are a minority within their communities and al-

most unknown outside the Western world; and, even here, it's the funda­

mentalist and traditional groups that are showing the most growth. If 

anything, the old differences are being reasserted. Pope John Paul is 

st au n chi n g I i be r a I attitudes towards bi rt h cont ro I and divorce in his 

church. Fundamentalist churches in America are working hard to re­

institute Blue Laws and prayers in public school and the rabbinate in 

Israel has moved to reiect as Jews those converted by non-orthodox 

rabbis. 

- Come back home. You speak of a Torah tradition. Aren't there 

in effect Torah traditions? My rabbi iust had a knock down drag out 

debate with an orthodox scholar about the ordination of women. Po­

litically and socially these two rabbis seem poles apart. 

A river sometimes separates and runs on two sides of an island, 

but ultimately the flow comes again together. We differ on a whole 

shopping I ist of issues, but the sense of a shared past and destiny keeps 

these differences from being completely decisive. Each of us Is trying 

to adapt Torah to reality as we perceive It. We share veneration for 

Torah, and we feel part of an historic community. 

- But the differences are mafor. l'v• read that the Reform move­

ment has organized several gay synagogues. The rabbinic tradition 

define homosexuallty as a sin. The tradition requires ground burlal, 

but some congr gatlonal cemeteries Include mausoleums and niches for 

ashe • How can contradl ctory posit ona be equally Jewish? 
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It's a I most always a question of emphasis. Some groups emphasize 

the letter of the law, others its spirit. Take the issue of homosexu­

ality. The rabbinic tradition quotes a specific Torah rule which con­

demns homosexual acts; the liberal tradition cites Torah texts which 

prohibit treating anyone as a misfit or outcast. Where we come down 

will depend on whether we give greater weight to a formal rule or a 

broad moral iniunction, our general attitude towards change, and whe­

ther our conceptual mode I for Judaism is the river or the tree. None 

of these issues are simple matters. I'm a liberal rabbi, but I'm troubled 

by the idea of a gay synagogue. I believe a congregation should in­

clude all elements in a community. I'm afraid a single focus synagogue 

will mistake its special concern for the wide range of Issues Torah 

represents. 

Rabbinic halacha permits abortion only when there Is a direct 

threat to the mother's life. Since I define life qualltatively, I have 

no problem with abortions authorized when the woman feels emotionally 

or physically threatened. Both approaches affirm the sanctity of llfe. 

We differ in the degree to which we wlll adfust Jewish norms to the 

realities of modern life. There are differences, and they are basic; 

but, as long as they grow out of serious concern with Torah, they 

qualify as Jewish and can clalm to be within the tradition. 

Actually, In many ways, our plurallstlc community gains from our 

disagreements. Debate sharpens awareness and the existence of various 

communltl I er at I option,. The more flexlble among us fore• the 

formalists to consider whether clrcu1111tance1 have changed 10 much that 

people ar b Ing hurt rather th n helped by ancient re1trlctlon1, and th• 

-- -- -
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formalities force those of liberal spirit to examine their positions 

carefully to make sure that they are arguing genuine Torah concerns 

and not simply their convenience. I have noticed this benefit during 

the abortion debate. Liberals no longer dismiss out of hand criti­

cisms of abortion as a birth control technique and formalists have 

begun to seek ways to adjust their reservations to take account of the 

new diagnostic capacities of modern medicine. 

- A point of interest: Why did the rabbinic tradition limit abor-

tions so sharply? 

The relevant halachic rules were first formulated in Greco-Roman 

times when surgery was primitive, dangerous, and resorted to only near 

de I i v e r y , a n d o n I y w h e n the dang e rs to th e mot he r' s I i f e we re a pp a re n t 

and a simple excision of the foetus was posslble. The rabbis faced a 

different set of circumstances sociologically as well as medically. 

Their world was underpopulated and fertility was a constant problem. 

Their issue was which life: the mother's or the baby's. Today abortion 

is a safe surgical procedure best carried out during the first trimester 

of pregnancy; our world Is overpopulated and the human species does 

not have to be encouraged •to be fruitful and multiply.• Our Issue Is 

whether to de I Iver a malformed or unwanted baby. 

We all know that antl-semltlsm doesn't ask a Jew's denomination. 

Arguments ore In the faml ly. Secularlst Jews eat kosher food at com• 

munity meetings. Non-orthodox In Israel certainly resent having to 

conform to rabbinic laws of personal status; but all hraell Jews speak 

the same language, study the same history and follow th• sa111• calendar. 

- I understand faml ly arguments (laughter). 
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- When I • was In Israel there were pickets in front of a Jerusalem 

hospital which was performing autopsies. I know that the orthodox won't 

permit Reform and Conservative rabbis to officiate at weddings or 

recognize the authenticity of their conversions. What sense does it make 

to speak of a Torah tradition? 

Each sees what he can see. Threatened by a fast-changing world 

they didn't make and don't comprehend, some Jews have retreated into 

a defensive she 11 constructed of the forms of the past. Other Jews 

have left their past behind for a world constructed out of their hopes 

for the future; most of us are trying to build our present out of our 

traditions and our hopes, and it's not easy. In the history of any re­

ligion, there are periods of calm and periods of transformations. 

We're obviously going through some rough water. 

- How much weight do you give to the old ways? 

A hundred generations of sensitive prescriptions should not be 

cavalierly dismissed but neither should Its forms be slavishly followed. 

My rule is to break with the past only when the older forms cause 

palpable harm or restrict human development by faf llng to take Into 

consideration the circumstances of modern II fe. The area of women's 

rights is perhaps the one where I break most often with the old ways. I 

do not consider the fact that the pronouns In the Torah text are of 

masculine gender sufficient reason to deny to a woman the right to 

initiate divorce proceedings or to offer testimony In court or to be a 

rabbi • 

- A young woman who to this point had sat quletly spoke up with 

some heat. Sh a I low d that 1h• found my dl1cu11lon lnt•r•1tl ng but 

what had this to do with h r and her friends? History 11 over. Paul, 
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Augustine, and Nachmanides are long dead. My friends, Christian and 

Jewish, and I live in a liberated society, take our advice on sex and 

marriage from professional counselors, and neither know nor care what 

our respective traditions teach. Indeed, my rabbi tends to equivocate, 

but when all is said and done he believes the new morality is generally 

healthy and I seriously doubt that he made his decision on the basis of 

any Torah texts. 

You're right, from your perspective. I've said it before. Most 

young Jews and Christians go to the same schools, read the same books, 

play the same sports, watch the same programs on television, think the 

same way about pre-marital sex and politics, and read the same experts 

on human development. More Jews read "Dear Abbey" than Nachman ides. 

Probably the only Torah commandment dealing with sex and marriage 

which is fully observed is the one which prohibits incest. 

- Then isn't all talk about Jewish Identity pointless? Samuel may 

get his presents on Hanukkah and Christopher on Christmas, but both 

asked for and will receive the same record albums. There's a good 

chance Christopher doesn't know the Chrlstologlcal base of his name 

or care and that he will fall In love with Samuel's sister, not only 

because she is attractive but because they share common interests and 

"speak the same language. 11 There may be theologlcal and ritual dif­

ferences, but on the human level where It counts, aren't most young 

Jews and Christians cut of the same cloth? 

I can't be truly human If I lack a compelling vision of llfe 1 1 co­

herence, a religion, and the Torah tradition 11 such a vision and one 

with a remarkably good track record. Where It had one• been chic to 

·---
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disparage the dietary laws as outdated public health measures and mock 

t h e _!2 ..!_!_i_! a n d t ! f i_! I i m a s p e c u I i a r p r a ye r u n i f o rm s , i n re c e n t y e a rs 

social scientists have studied the psychological and societal function of 

ritual and reported on the importance of ritual for mental health. 

Ritual • • 
IS I n • Bar and Bat Mitzvahs, Selihot services, Afruf, have re--

appeared in congregations where once decorum and a sermon comprised 

almost the whole liturgy. Guitar evangelism is not unknown intra­

ditional synagogues. The pendulum has swung so far some of us are 

concerned that the religious life may become a form of Idolatry for 

some who will neglect the parallel emphasis on learning and social 

iustice. Fortunately, one of the grand things about this ancient and 

rich tradition is that it survives cultural fads because It Is so many 

sided and contains wisdom relevant to all sides of life's contradictions. 

Ultimately, the forgotten themes are picked up. 

- My generation seems to be going two ways at once. We are re­

viving many of our grandparents' rellglou1 ways and discarding many of 

their moral values. 'Give me that old time religion and the new mor­

ality.' I sometimes feel that we're llke a young child who drags along 

h i s s e cu r i t y b I a n k e t w he n e v e r he I eave I h I I room • 

In some contexts, new morallty may be 1lmply a euphemism for the 

old immoralities. Careless sex 11 slmply careless and what 11 euphe­

mistically called an open marriage anything but a stable relatlonshlp. 

The older forms are not the only ways to be •holy•. Klddu1hlm _lmplle1 

an unshakable concern for the sanctity of human re latlonshlps, not a 

requirement that our homes and marriages dupllcat• those of our parents. 

The new morallty Is not the first new morallty In Jewish llf•. Polygamy 
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was the accepted way in Biblical times and, in some Sephardic commu­

nities, remained the custom until quite recently. The Muslim environ­

ment was mildly polygamous, and the Machamim had no trouble seeing 

Kiddushim, sanctity, in such marriages. It's not the form but the spirit 

which consecrates. 

- How do we iudge? 

I look to see whether a change attempts to adiust standards of 

loyalty, responsi bi I ity, and honest fee I ing to a new situation or an 

arrangement of convenience. Clearly, we must find new ways to support 

family ties, bind close the ties of love, see to it that each child is 

a wanted chi Id, and bring dignity to old age. The older faml ly had 

an authoritarian base. In a world where women have finally emerged as 

persons, partnership in marriage and concepts of shared parenting are 

appropriate. With the disappearance of the extended family and the 

fact that both husband and wife may need or want to work, it may not be 

possible to care for aged parents In the home. 

- Somehow Judaism's stance on these Issues seems vague and un­

defined. 

Really not. There Is a broad consensus In such areas as the sane­

ti y of family, respect of persons, race relatlons, the well-cultivated 

mind, compassion, sensitivity and empathy, peace, man's careful 

stewardship of God's gift of llf and the good earth. The problem 11 

In 
that we no longer se i/our homes on a dally ba1l1 how th••• values are 

worked out. Our prob I m 11 a lack of role models, not a lack of rules. 

The Torah contains the fixed and the dynamic, both specific 

commandment and g n ral prlnclple, nd a 1urprl1lng amount of differ• t 
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opinions. The book of Leviticus mandates a rich and complex sacri­

ficial code; Amos and Isaiah doubted the efficacy of the shrine and of 

sacrifices. The book of Ruth clearly accepts the normalcy, if not the 

fitness, of intermarriage; Ezra ordered Jerusalemites who had taken 

non-Judean wives to put them away. We know that the rabbinic schools 

of Hi I le I and Shammai debated several dozen issues over several decades 

and that there are many differing opinions among traditional scholars 

even today on such issues as the drafting of women into the Israeli 

army and organ transplants. The Torah is one, yet everyone who con­

fronts its teachings brings to it his own circumstances, mind, and needs. 

We come from many backgrounds and, inevitably, have different under­

standings. Nor is this only a modern sentiment. In several places the 

Talmud says simply, "both this opinion and the other (quite different) 

opinion are the words of the living God." 
.. 

- I'm still puzzled. You're describing a religious tradition 

which includes strong differences of opinion. That's a hard concept. 

I know, but life is full of contradictions, so it has ever been. 

So it will ever be. 

- Given our differences, what makes you think we'll stay together? 

- In my experience, there's no more bitter argument than a famlly 

feud. 

Questions of faith could permanently estrange significant elements 

of the community of fat•. Famlly llf• requires compromise and patience, 

and ther ar those of 'there 11 no other way but min•' persuasion. But 

In Clev land all congr 9atlon1 ••t to talk of shared concerns; and 

on th natlo I I I • Councll. 



162 

- What wi 11 hold such a disparate community together? 

Principles and pressure. We are a community of faith because we 

are a community of fate, and a community of fate because the faith 

remains compelling. 



Chapter 8 

BUT I DON'T BELIEVE IN GOD 

- My problem is that the synagogue is a place for believers and 

I'm not sure I believe in God. It was Friday morning. Sabbath eve 

services were scheduled. It was the first time the question of faith 

in a personal God had come up. 

No one signs articles of faith when they ioin a congregation. 

Synagogue rolls and services are open to all who care about the Torah 

tradition and the Jewish people. 

- But I feel out of place. 

That feeling is in you, not in the synagogue. 

Before we begin the Kol Nldre service on Yom Klppur there is 

a ritual which goes back to the bad days when many Jews were forced 

to accept baptism as the only alternative to death. Some became 

martyrs. Others chose to disslmi late. As you can Imagine, those who 

became Christians were not whole-hearted and, on this hollest of 

days, many yearned to worship In the famlllar way; 10 a formula was 

introduced which said slmply: permission exists even for apostates to 

ioin in this service. 

The synagogue b gan as a belt am, a local center where meeting, 

study and Informal worship took place. It was only after the destruc­

tion of the J rusalem Temple by the Romans that the synagogue took 

on some of th aspects of a sanctuary. The co111munlty needed a re­

ligious c nt r and rite, Ilk• the blowlng of the 1hofar and the bless­

once II ltecl to The Te111ple, w•r• 

I 
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transferred to the synagogue whose "holiness" was thereby enhanced. 

Yet, the synagogue never gave up entirely its original popular and 

informal character. In the Temple fences kept all but the priests 

at a distance from the inner courts. The synagogue has no fences or 

Keep Out signs: "Let al I who are thirsty come and drink • 11 

- You're talking architecture and I'm talking about belief. 

Caught up as we al I are in an age of uncertainty, synagogue 

membership reflects our heterogeneity and respects our doubts, but 

tries to take us beyond them. 

Every worship service includes the Shema, a public affirmation 

of God's existence, oneness and accessibility; and petitional prayers 

addressed to the God who knows our thoughts before we utter them. 

Still, no one is denied entrance If they have doubts or escorted out 

if they cannot affirm. 

- Why would a non-believer come? Prayer can have no meaning 

for him. 

Many who are agnostic are nevertheless deeply involved with 

aspects of Jewish culture or are deeply committed to the survival of 

the Jewish people, and the synagogue Is a place wh•r• they can touch 

base. 

- But I fee I a hypocrite at servl ces. 

A hypocrite puts on a false face and plays a role designed to 

delude. Wh n yo t r n • 1tand1 to gain except yourself. There 

are no points t • • I • rch, If w do not com• In 

faith; and h th 11 I fact. 
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- How can any modern believe in God? 

I do. Life is not a chance chemical explosion or a hapless, 

hopeless passage from cradle to crypt; purpose and promise are implicit 

in creation. God is the Guarantor that it all has meaning and the 

Redeemer who validates our hopes. The existence, the oneness and the 

personal concern of God for each person are central elements in the 

Torah tradition's special and surprising message, and I do not need to 

close off any part of my brain to affirm this faith. 

- You're a rabbi. 

I wasn't always. 

- How did it happen? 

Slowly and quietly. In school everything I studied suggested a 

creative unity within and behind the universe. History was my field 

and every place I touched the human experience I sensed the divine 

capacity of the human sou I. 

- One day I believe. Another day I don't. I've lain awake many 

a night wrestling with this question. 

Faith, I've decided, 11 much llke love. Some relatlon1hlp1 

are tempestuous and ful I of unexpected turns. Some wrestle the long 

night with their doubts, remember the Image of Jacot, wrestling with 

the angel; oth rs slmply, often unconsclously, let God In and that's 

that. 

- My father often said that God discussions are polntles1 and 

dangerous. The bellever cannot convince the atheist, and the atheist 

cannot conv nee th• bellever. Generally, he said, all you had was a 

shouting t • 
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Remember the line: Faith is caught not taught. In matters of 

faith there are no irrefutable arguments; but there are discussions 

which can help us better understand our feelings and the Torah's af-

fi rmations. 

Each year I spend a good bit of time discussing the essentials of 

the Torah tradition with my Confirmation class. I explain as much as 

can be explained of our concept of God, prayer, and holiness. I tell 

these fourteen and fifteen-year olds how the Jews were revolted by the 

gross sexuality and the morbidity of Canaanite and Egypt~an paganism; 

how in a polytheistic environment some of our ancestors came to the 

inspired vision of the one universal God; how al I images, statues, and 

idols, indeed all representations of God, ultimately were purged; how 

the prophets insisted on a religion of works, not words; and how be­

lief in the one God encouraged the vision of humanity, a concept 

which the Israelites were the first to hold. "Have we not all one Father? 

Has not one God created us all? 11 

. 
I discuss with them some of the medieval phllosophlzing _about God 

and His attributes; what we can know about God and what remains for­

ever unknown; and I describe the various ways in which modern thinkers 

discuss the existence of God. However, once I have described, defined, 

and explained, much remains, for I am a rabbi, not an historian of re-
. 

ligion, and this Is a Confirmation class, not a course In comparative 

religion. I am less concerned with what was once believed as with what 

these students believe; and 10 w• spend much time talking over their 

philosophies, not as grand or as ordered perhaps as those of Phi lo, Mai­

monides, or Spinoza, but their own, honest. 
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Fourteen-year olds remind me of butterflies beginning to shake 

off the restricting cocoon. They have outgrown the protective but cir­

cumscribed world in which they were nurtured, they are emerging into 

a new world; but it is an unfamiliar world and their movements often 

seem awkward. It's not easy to leave behind with old toys and a fa­

vorite teddy bear the God of the nursery, part guardian angel, part 

doting grandfather, yet this is what is happening. It's a time of doubt 

and challenge, and these early expressions of doubt are likely to be 

artless and pragmatic. One had told a lie and had not been caught. 

One had prayed to God during her grandmother's illness but the grand­

mother died. An athlete was able to tell me the exact hour and day on 

which he began to doubt. I stlll remember that date and time, seven 

p .m ., November 12, 1977. He was in Junior High School at the time. 

He had an afternoon paper route. He was also captain of an intramural 

basketball team. Late one school day, an Important game was unex­

pectedly rescheduled. The weather was bad and the boy was unable to 

bribe or caiole any friend to carry the route for him. In his distress, 

he entered a phone booth, closed the door and offered God a heartfelt 

prayer. "I must play this game; let none of my customers complain to 

the Circulation Manager. Please, God, lust this once let me get away 

with not delivering my papers." At seven p.m. the telephone rang. It 

was the Circulation Manager. Customers had complained that they had 

not received their evening paper. 

One year I asked a cla11 to set down their beliefs. I asked them 

not to write what they thought I wanted to read. They didn't. I had 

brought several of thef r papers to the Institute and shared them now with 

the group. 
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This grim world really scares me. • Every once In a whl le 

I re a I i z e t h e c r u e I t_y a n d i n s e n s i b I 11 t y o f I t a n d t h at I s 

when I begin to wonder. We can't fust be here to dis-

a g re e I f i g h t , a n d e Ve n t U a I ·l y b I OW O U r Se I v e S t O b i t S • 

There must be some purpose or reason behind us. That is 

when I think of God. This idea I is, in a measure, a 

crutch to lean on. It gives me some hope for the future. 

I believe I have outgrown the 'old man in the sky watching over 

me• type of fee Ii ng though I can't rea I ly desert be what has 

replaced it. Sometimes I can't really accept God, I know 

you'd like me to, but I might as well be honest about it -

probably because the abstract concept is over my head. 

When I look around and see the hatred and ugliness, I 

don't understand how God could allow it. The closest I 

can come, from my experience, is conscience as that part 

of us which is created in God's image. 

I'm really not sure what I believe about God. I think that 

there must be something - something larger, better than 

m a n , t h a t i s w i t h i n e a c h p e rs o n he I p I n g to d raw t h e I .i n e 

between what is right and what Is wrong. I cannot admit 

to myself that there is a Supreme Being whom we call 

God. I would like to believe this, I want to believe 

that when I do something wrong It Is all predestined and 

that there is nothing I can do about it, but I can't. How­

ever, there must be something bigger than science guiding 

life, love, fear and all things. This I do belleve. I 

cannot simply state, 'there I Ives a God,' because I fust 

don't know. I don't really feel quallfled to give an honest 
• • op1n1on. 

I have not yet developed any definite Ideas about God and 

I probably won't for a long time. I feel there Is some 

reason and some kind of loglc In llfe and why men llve, 

but I am not saying It Is God yet. To me God Is a concept 

which is simply accepted by many - by those who actually 

study it and then accept It. I feel It Is accepted only 

after accepting certain things on faith. I am not ready 

to say that a divine something created the earth and con­

trols everything in It. There Is too much to make this 

unbelievable - such as the fact that, If God doesn't Ilk• 

bloodshed, why war? If God wants peace, why battle? 

If God wants unity among men, why segregation? I feel 

that man as a society ts much too complex to push off on 

something man doesn't even comprehend. I furthermore think 

that with advancement wlll come a totally new Idea as to 

what controls us - an Idea which wlll be able to be ex­
pressed in mathematlcal symbols. I also bell•v• that too 

many people have looked for an easy out to the whole 

• 
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question of life and death and origin and end and have 
simply attached the tag of 'God' to it all. Something 
much more complex, in my opinion, is the answer. 

- Did you confirm these three? 

Certainly. Remember Tennyson: "There is more faith in honest 

doubt than in half your creeds. 11 For the child faith precedes doubt. 

For the adolescent doubt precedes faith. 

These papers reveal a questing, a puzzling out, and a grasping for. 

They were written by minds in search - in search of meaning, in search 

of values - and that is, after all, the first step towards a vital faith. 

If faith were simply a matter of affirming some self-evident argument, 

then doubt would be an act of arrogance; but, as Immanuel Kant proved, 

the existence of God is not a demonstrable proposition. Religious 

certainty rarely comes without effort and soul-searching, and only the 

truly innocent never raise Job type questions about God's management 

of our lives. 

- You've had doubts then? 

Have had. Have. Wi 11 have. In my experience sensitive be­

lievers and serious agnostics are not far apart. Both seek to. grasp the 

elusive mystery which lies behind the surface of things. The honest 

be Ii ever acknowledges that he has moments of doubt. The honest ag­

nostic acknowledges moments when he has been awed by nature and 

sensed a creative purpose. 

I told them about a col leglan who had had a 1plrltual awakening; 

God now meant a great deal to him, and he wanted to know more about 

the rabbinate as a prof sslon. I happened to have th••• papers on my 

desk and I a ked him to read several. He read with attention and with 
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increasing puzzlement: "How can you confinn them? Read this." 

The many morals and standards of our religion greatly influence my life. 
I believe in living a good moral life as taught by my religion and 
parents, but I think that religion, not God so much, seems to affect my 
Ii fe at present. To me God is an abstract word to whom people pray and 
about whom I am not sure what; I be Ii eve, si nee I haven 1t spent much 
time thinking about it up to now. I plan to wait so that I can better under­
stand myself before reaching any conclusions about God. 

What's the problem? 

- He doesn't believe in God. How can you. confinn him? 

Have you never had doubts? 

- Certainly, but I now have faith. 

Were you certain as an adolescent, always certain? 

- No. 

Were you confirmed? 

-Yes. 

I used an old rabbinic phrase, •:Let your ean hear what your rnout~ has said.• Con­

firmation is a stage in one's Jewish growth, not a public testimo"Y. to a full and unshakable 

faith. On Confirmation Day the pledge speaks of belongtng and becoming rather than speclfl­

cally of doctrine, "With all my heart, soul and might, I wfll strive to fulRII the holy pur­

poses of Judaism. 11 

- Some yean ago I went to a friend's Conflnnatlon In her church. It ••ms to me she 

recited what the program called a Confealon. All I remember 11 that It began, 'I belleve.' 

At various times groups and lndlvldual1 haw drawn up what they consldentd to be the 

principle of the Jewish faith. Mow Malmonl••• ThlrtNn Artlcles repre•nt the best known of 

these efforts. A century lat.r a poet ablnvla19d MallllOftldn' extand■d 1eu11lon Into thlr-

teen brief statements, ach of which begins, 'Anl Ma' , • I bellew, a,d In many ayna-

gogues these w cl d ng rvl • I cll,ala haw •nlecl that 
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dogmas is the best known of these arguments which rest on the assertion that Judaism is a tra­

dition based on deed rather than creed. 

- Who was right? 

Both and neither;. Maimonides was right that Judaism embraces a ~cial message. 

Mendelsohn was right that rabbinic Judaism has emphasized works rather than words and defines 
1 

the Jew by membership in the community rather than by an oath of allegiance to a set of 

doctrines. 

I respect this emphasis, because it focuses religious life on a whole range of cultural 

values rather than on agreement to another's formulation. When I fint learned the Ani 
I -

Ma'amim, I found myself saying: I disagree in whole or part with five of the thirteen: that 

the Torah was given by God to Moses, that the Torah is immutable, that God rewards and 

punishes, that a Messiah will come and that there is resurrection of the dead. Later when I 

read Maimonides' extended explanation of these flve articles I found that he treated them 

sensitively and subtly and that each raised a theme which I no longer dismisaed out of hand. 

The problem with brief dogmatic statements is that they abstract and, in so doing, diminish an 

idea by pulling it out of the living, developing tradition. Catechism reminds me of a biopsy 

in which tissue is killed and frozen In order to be examineq and, even as I use this analogy, 

I recognize why Maimonides was interested In dogmatics. A biopsy Is an Important diagnostic 

tool. The state of the faith needs to be examined from time ~ time. 

The label, God, can be used for all kinds of deltl•. Some pr9dslon 11 Important. 

Maimonides was concerned that Jews acknowledge the Jewish Goel. 

- We haven't got our own God. 

• God who ,. IUlt, INn:1-

Twice each 
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and concluding affirmation of Yom Kippur and the final affirmation spoken by the Jew before 

he dies. Monotheism, the Jew's perception of God, belief in the one God, or at least belief 

in the unity of al I that is, now seems almost a self-evident idea, since it is shared by the maior 

faiths and seems confirmed by our science, which insists that there are overarching, natural 
' 

laws which bind all that is together. 

- I remember a cartoon of a group of monks in the Southwest looking out along the 

mesa towards a beautiful sunset and calling out: "Author, author." I can't believe that the 

wonder that is nature is the result of a chemical acci.dent. I once memorized a sentence of 

Einstein's: "The scientist's religious feeling takes the fonn of a rapturous amazement at the 

harmony of natural law which reveals an intelligence of such superiority that, compared 

with it, all the systematic thinking and acting of human beings is an utterly insignificant 

reflection." 

Monotheism may seem natural to us. It was not to our anceston. 

An early eighteenth century New England Catechism written by a good New Englca,d 

divine who wanted the world to know that had he been God he would have nominated a more 

appropriate nation as his standard bearer includes the couplet: ••How odd that God the Jews 

should choose." From time to time I have twisted the old doggerel Into a different theme: 

How odd the Jews one God should choose. They lived In a world which they knew to be made 

up of distinct and separate parts. The moon moved acl"OII the night sky and was replaced In 

the morning by the sun which moved in a different orbit. The wind n,se and blew and no man 

knew from where it came. Streams bubbled up from seemingly bottomle 10Urce1. Each element 

in nature was distinctive and appeared self-actuating. In p,9-sclentlflc societies polytheism 

seemed self-evident since the activity of nature could be e,cplalned only t,, •urning an In­

dwelling spirit or god in each element. 

- Are you really saying that worshipping Idols was more reC110nGble than monotheism? 

The ancients did not actually wonhlp stl cb or statues. They saw their Idols GI 
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representations of the complex and not ~tally coherent world of powers which presumedly 

resided in nature. Open an acorn and you will not tind a diminutive oak tree. How else then 

account for the tree's growth but by the postulate of an indwelling God Who makes it grow 

in iust that way. The sun makes a daily circuit of the heavens, disappears and reappears 

in the east each dawn. Experience showed that physical obiect's do not move themselves. 

How else account for its movement except by some such myth as that of Apollo and his chariot? 

We sense pattern and order in nature, but we also experience nature's unexpected violence -­

the lightning bolt, the flood, the overpowering heat of the sun -- so it was only natural to 

assume that the gods were not only numerous and powerful but unpredict'able. Prudence dic­

tated that worship should envolve not only simple reverence but sacrifices, attempts to entice, 

to bribe, these powers not to do harm and, if possible, to do what we ask of them. 

Since the gods were related to visible obiects, it was only natural to believe that the 

gods were indwelling. Ancient men worshipped at various shrines where particular rites were 

perfonned by appointed priests for the pun,ose of placating the god's anger or gaining favor. 

The Hebrews, too, had their shrines. It would be centuries before they would outgrow the 

edifice complex, if they ever really did; but beginning In the eighth century B.C.E. pn,phets 

emerged who taught the people that "the whole earth is full of His glory" and that shrine 

activity should not be the maior focus of the reltglous life. 

- I'm fascinated by place. You can tell so much about people from their horn• and 

about a country by the way it keeps up Its cities ca,d countryside. I spent a summer wandering 

in Europe and, after I tired of cathedrals and palaces, I began to look for synagogues. The 

ones I found were modest in the extreme and intimate. Obvlously people counted and falt 

God to be close, caring rather than a distant, awesome heavenly empet0r. , 

There have been cathedral-type synagogues, but you•,. rla"- for the IIIOlt part the syna­

gogue was unpretentious. It was not God's house or the place where a royal audience WCII 

held, but the home of a Jewish community whe,. Torah waa Nad, wonhlp celebrated, God 

adored, and where the Jew was reminded that he was never apart from Goel. 



174 

- I always thought the polytheism-monotheism switch was a relatively hannless numbers 

gameo 

Actually, it represents one of the great watersheds in human thought. Monotheism 

raised God above nature. "In the beginning God created. 11 Man no longer felt himself sub-
~ 

servient to the unpredictable forces of nature but covenanted to the Creator God Who, accord­

ing to Gene,sis, had given man power to subdue the animal kingdom and to use nature to his 
I 

benefit. This shift in perspective increased man's self-assurance and sense of worth. It also 
I 

set the stage for science. Gods cannot be investigated; their actions are autonomous and 

therefore unpredictable; but, if nature is distinct from God, is not God but obiect, then there 

are patterns which the minds can investigate. 

The pagan world worshipped its gods and feared them. Their gods, like humans were 

caught up in private plans and conflicts - the Troian war began in an argument over the winner 

of a Heavenly beauty contest - and the activities and whims of the gods often tumed out to be 

hannful to men and nations. You never knew what a god would do, so your: relationship to 

God was more that of courtier to tyrant than son to loving father. "And you shall love the 

Lord your God" was a new thoUJJht which germinated among those who no longer equated 

nature's unpredictability with the activities of the various gods bom and who had begun to con­

ceive and shape worship as thanks-speaking rather than as a foe,n of bribery. Sacrifices remained 

central to worship as long as The Temple stood; but In their habitations Jews became accustomed 

to the idea that the sacrifice God tNly cle1IN111 •a humble and contrite heart.• 

Idolatry encourages the snobbery which characterf•d celtclln talcs as noble and othen 

as demeaning. Blue bloods were •scendanh of the IINlfor gc>dr; ordinary folk were chlldren of 

a lesser god. Landed gent,y held merchcmts In • .,.pute. In the pagar. world nobl• entered a 

shrine by one door, commonen by another. ,....llftll ..... led lnavltably to d1mocracy. If 
I 

all have father, God val equally the ous labon we each•• The Torah tradition 

became a cholarly tradltl , ~• no .... •••• the fact that ICNM of the 

amed Ir II 
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many versions of the city mouse-country mouse variety. T~re are no mental tasks only mean-

minded snobs. 

Idolatry separated man from man, city from city, nation from nation. If Ra, the great 
l 

god of Egypt, created man, the Egyptian was created first and belonged to a master race. All 

other peoples were the creation, so the myths had it, of the concubines of the gods, conse­

quently a lesser breed. Idolatry consecrated the separation of men into city-states, nations 

and races, and failed to provide them a unifying vision which would raise humanity's needs 

above each group's special needs. Racism thrived in the soil of idolatry. 

Idolatry separated people by caste and rank. When the emperor of Assyria made known 

Marduk's law, he proclaimed a rule which protected the persons and privileges of the nobillty 

far more than those of the peasant and lower castes. The slave had no protection at al I. If 

a slave was murdered by a free man, no charge of murder was leveled and the matter was con­

cluded. His owner was pai~ the dead man's market value as restitution. lcblatry precludes 

the notion of humanity. Its myths declared the home folk to be descendants of a union between 

a patron God and a progenitor and other folk to be lesser breeds. Peoples spoke different 

languages and exhibited different body types; and, since there was no myth of a common an­

cestor, by all evidence nations and castes were as different from each other as the various 

species of the animal kingdom. The concept of humanity could eme1ge only among a people 

long accustomed to monotheism. If God is one and His reach Is world-wide, al I peoples are 

His creatures and a myth such as that of Adam and Eve Is developed whJch binds all humans 

into a single famllyl One Creator, one humanity; one moral law for all. 

The iclolator saw himself as a pawn and plaything of the gods, powerlea against fate. 

Conceiving God as one pennltted men to consider the poulblllty that fuatlce could be expected 
I 

in life since there was only th one God whole nature was both iuat and dependable. The pagan 

felt that you took what the goda meted out. The Helnw r.lt that you get what you de•rw, 
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and the goal of a religious life became the building of a worthy penonal record rather than 

offering lavish sacrifices or reciting magical incantations. J.Aonotheism provided worship its ., 

ethical dimensior. The liturgy of both Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur is shaped on the myth 

of an annual assize during which the individual's deeds are reviewed by the Supreme Judge. 

The, myth is refracted throughout th~se services, never more pointedly or poignantly thar in a 

medieval prayer known as the Unetaneh Tokef: "Let us declare the utter holiness of this day 

for it is one of awe and dread ••. truly You are iudge, accuser and, all-knowing witness, You 
,,. 

write and seal, record and number, remember al I things that have been forgotten, open the 

book of remembrances wherein each deed speaks of itself. Overhead a great shofar is 

sounded, the angels ioln in fear and cry out: 'Behold the day of iudgment' •11 The idea that 

each of us is being constantly iudged is a dominant and recurrent theme in the Torah tradi­

tion. But God is merciful as well as strict. He will weigh our intentions as well as our deeds, 

and there is always a second chance. "Repentance, prayer, and righteousneu can avert the 

severe decree." 

Idolatry encouraged excessiveness. God is One inhoduced a welqome measure of 

balance to ethical discussion. In the pagan myths each of the gods was encbwed with specific 
t 

virtues or qualities. There was a god of love, another of war, another of wisdom. There 

was a god of life and there was a god of the Kingdom of the Dead. Each god encouraged his 

communicants to shape their lives around his attribute; but, as Aristotle obserwd In his Ethier. 

any virtue taken to excess becomes a vice. The Egyptians IO centered their wonhlp on death 

and immortality that they literally burled In the uncaring sand wealth that might haw llfted 

the burden of abJectneu ffl)ffl the mc111• and guaR1nt11d the nation a p~rous future • 

If you worshipped the gl'Mt Fire god, Maloch, your ¥tCNal,lp corwl•d of having a 10n 

or daughter walk ac 

be longed to one of 

bumlng ooal1 and thaow the111Mlws on the a ... of the altar. If you 

a lhrlne whel9 the earth's 
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children are carefully nurtured, not sacrificed, and the earth's fertility depended on the com­

munity's way of life not shrine activity. "If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat the 

good of the. land; but if you refuse and rebel you shall be devoured by the sword. n 

- Surely there were non-orgiastic cults and kindly idolators? 

Yes, and when Jews had separated themselves from the impress of the all-pervading 

pagan cultures, when that battle had been won and generations of Torah living had fully 

separated the Jewish psyche, we find some of the sages of the Talmud pointing to men of 

quality among the pagans and finding value in some elements of their culture. But Judaism 

never let down its guard against the dangers of idolatry. 

Idolatry dethrones God and enthrones some human passion or interest in His place. 

Some worship themse Ives. Some worship a guru. The Communists' idol is the ideology they 

call "scientific Marxism", and those who argue for the untrammeled freedom of the marketplace 

have an idol called capitalism. We are in danger of regressing into idolatry whenever we 

care blindly or excessively. 

The worship of the master race leads to war, to the grinding down of the poor and the 

weak under the iron boot; the only wan which the worship of the one God encouraged are the 

wars against want, iniustice, and man's cruelty to his neighbor. 

- Why is the Sherna posseuive of God? "The Lord, our God," God lsn 't ou~. 
I 

You've elided the text. The Sherna readl:"Hear, 0 Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord 

is one." God isn't oun, but we have a special perception of God and a special re latlonshlp to 

God . 

-You're talking about the cownant. 

Yes, and about la.nal 11 special perception of God. Ewry thel c Nllglon Riis the 

name , God, with Its special perceptl • only ,.~.., .... 
att ribution, but bound to a partl Nth I • 

When Torah I a 
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sentence from Exodus which lists God's attributes: "The Lord, the Lord God is merciful and 

gracious, long-suffering and abundant in goodne~ and ever true, keeping mercy for thousands, 

forgiving iniquity, transgression and sin." God can be described simply as overwhelming power. 

The Jewish God was more than mysterious power. He was holy, the model of moral perfection. 

The consummate duty of the Jew was to pattern himself after God. 

- I thought Judaism taught that God coy Id not be described. 

It also taught that God had suggested his nature in the Torah. God had clothed the 

nakedness of Adam and Eve; visited Abraham while he was recovering from surgery; comforted 

Isaac after the death of his father; reminded Moses of his duty; so, "After the Lord your God 

shall you walk." 

- You're getting ahead of me. You haven't explained how the Israelites made the con­

ceptual leap from idolatry to monotheism? 

Some have tried to explain "the Lord is one" as an insight born of living on the edge 

of empty wi Ide mess. The Hebrews were sheep-herding tribes who lived in the open land between 

the Canaanite cities and the desert and so nothing stood between them and the sun, the storm, 

and the sweep of the earth; presumedly, daily experience with the on-rolling cycles of nature 

sensitized them to the One behind al I discrete phenomena. 

-That's a dramatic theory, but not convincing. There were m~ bedouin tribes. Why 

were the Hebrews the only group to outgrow paganism? 

Others reverse the argument and explain monotheism as an Insight born of llvlng on the 

edge of civilization. AJ desert folk the l1raellte1 watched with detached amusement as one 

city-state conquered another to be In tum conqueNd by a third and how, after each overthrow, 

the victims demoted the gods of the defaated city to a subonllnata place In thel r pantheon. k­

cordi ng to this theory, the haple..,...l&tl of the gods to am11t this encll ... cycle of victory and 

defeat led our fathen to k the unity behind the llillll!lllmiia• 

- An equally llftlljf911focto,y e,cpl....n .. on. It MIN flaw. Appcnntly only the 
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Israelites saw the foolishness of all this. Why? 

A few historians argue that monotheism was borrowed from the Egyptians. The Exodus 

story seems to place the Israelites in Egypt in the fourteenth century during a time of great 

stress when a strong-minded Pharoah, Akhenaton, set out, unsuccessfully, to destroy the power 

of the priestly elite by overthrowing all the ancient gods but one, the solar disk, Aton, whom 

he raised as god above. al I the other deities of Egypt. This theory holds that Akhenaton's 

Hebrew slaves knew of these events and Moses, basing himself on Akhenaton's lead, proceeded 

to dedicate his people to a single Godf all-powerful, all-embracing, a One. I'll make the 

arguments against this theory for you. While we are fairly certain of Akhenaton's political 
\, 

motives, we know nothing of his theological concerns, if he in fact was aware of the religious 

implications of his short-lived reform, and any argument based on cultural borrowing is at best 

tentative. 

- What's your theory? 

That God revealed His Oneness. Frankly, we have no better explanation. When Israel 

was still youf'9, a man, it may have been Moses the prophet, we know not exactly who, found 

a commanding voice speaking to him and reached out with his mind into the darkness and 

wrenched from the darkness the vision of the one God. Science did not demand it, indeed, 

reasonable men, including the best minds of the next thousand yean, a1gued against it; but, 

somehow, a fe w ,nen reached out and undentood. 

- You don't actually believe that God spoke to Moses out of a bumh.a bush? 
-

The, bush is an element in a dramatic myth which llke many myths Is truer than if it 

were literally true. Sometimes when you puzzle over a problem a totally une,cpected answer 

flashes into your mind. I believe that A'oses, or another, puzzled over the incongrultfes of 

idolatry and that in his mind a new undentandtng of the creative and mysterious reallty behind 
) 

the world of things and appearances began ~ take shape. I belleve In radlcal surprlN which 11 

what I be Ii eve is meant by rev• latlon • 
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- Do you mean that God actually described Himself to ~s? 

Franz Rosenzweig suggested some years ago that the Torah's language describing Sinai, 

11and God came down and God spoke, 11 should be carefully considered. "God came down, 11 he 
' 

said, concludes the revelation; "God spoke" begins ~ses' interpretation. The miracle is that 

God, meaning, presented itself; once it is present a human mind appropriates the idea and 

expresses it as best it can. 

- Hold UP.· I'm confused. I know Judaism teaches God's oneness, but I've been reading 

Io B. Singer and his stories are full of demons and spirits. If God is One and these stories are 
where 

authentic/ do all these lesser gods come from? Is Judaism really a monotheist tradition? 

In terms of theology, yes. In tenns of popular credulities, no. The faith consistently 

has proclaimed God alone. When stories were told of spirits or demons, an attempt was made 

to make clear that these were not independe"t powers. God has dominion over al I that is, the 

seen and the unseen. Satan in the Job story is not an independent power but an angel in God's 

court who must get God's pennission before Job can be tested. The theory was that all the 

angels and spirits, what was called the "family of Heaven", did God's will, but official the­

ology was o~en compromised by popular faith. 

- Popular faith is iust a euphemism for superstition. 

Jews were often supentitious. Were, Are . 

Life is ful I of premonitions which are not ful.ly undentood and of unexpected experiences; 

moreover, before medicine discovered germs and viruses, how else was disease to be explained 

Before you feel too superior remember that oun Is the Age of Aquaff us. Oneness Is a 

concept which is hard for the mind to grasp. How do you envision what cannot be 1Mn, touched, 

or described? 

- But I'm not supentltious. 

Then why are you wearing a Hal embl m around your neck? 

- It's my identification as a Jew. 

Don't you feel iust a bit unprotected when you forget to put It on? 
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- Enough. I've got another question . . Why did our an~stors take axes to Canaan's 

idols? I know a collector who wi II pay thousand, of dollars for those statues. They're quite 
\ 

beautif~I. Weren't th~y being fanatics? We don't go around knocking other people's religions, 

much less cutting down their shrines. 
J 

The Torah insists that there was to be no accommodation with idolatry. "Obliterate the 

foreign gods that are in your midst. 11 Pagan high places must be tom down and ploughed under. 

The sacred groves must be cut down and the wood used for fue I . Foreign gods were mocked. 

They were vanity, nothingness, shameful and worse. Idolatry equated tt-:e gods and power. An­

cient Israel had no National Conference of ldolators and Jews. 

- That's my point . 

You're still caught up in the •religions are necessarily good syndrome. Those who came 

to see the world with Torah-instructed eyes recognized that idolatry supported inde.cency, iniustice, 

the separation of races and, worst of all, perpetuated an understanding of God which was not 
~ 

morally inspiring. Civilization re quired that the cry of animism on the human spirit be broken. 

What they attempted and ultimately achieved was no less than a comP,lete revision of the most 
I 

cherished values of a long-lived and coherent culture. 

- All that's history. Idolatry died with the pagan world. No one makes Idols. 

Don't they? What are those plastic figures I see on so many car dashboards? Innocent, 

you say? Perhaps, unless the driver Is convinced that becau• they are there he can floor the 

accelerator pedal without da,mer. 

-You'll admit you're stratchlng a point. 

I'll agree that idol making 11 not a growth lnduahy, but Idolatry still thrlws. 

The Torah deftnes as Idolatry the wonhlp of -,lf,l...a rNI or lmaglnaty other 'hart God 

of the whit skin of •lf-rfthtw nation? 

.......... eadl 
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or so we offer a holocaust of our best and brightest to the god of national ambition, or is it the 

god of national greed? 

ldo.latry comes easily. We tend to proiect into the heavens a rather indulgent dei1ty 

who forgives us for our foibles, applauds us vigorously for our trivial accomplishments, encourages 

us in our low moments and who is careful not to reprimand us for enioying leisure and security 

without thought to the needs of others. Who of us has not been tempted to love excessively a 

parent, a cause, a possession, a charismatic leader, a party, the state? When I recite the Shema 

I am reminded forcefully that there is only one love which cannot be excessive and that all 

other commitments must be conditional. It matters very much whether you worship the Jewish 

God or some other god. 

It was getting late. I suggested a related thought to mull over at services. A person 

never rises above the God whom he worships. 



Chapt~r 9 

THE GOD WHO LETS US CRY 

Late at night. The service had been a wann moment. A few of us had retired to the 
1 

oldtimer's bunk. Coffee, doughnuts and quiet talk. For some reason, I had been rambling on 

a bit about a recent trip to China. 

The astro17auts reported that the Great Wall was the only man-made obiect they could 

identify from space. Jewish history, like the Great Wall, is vast, sweeping and highly visible. 

One of the special feelings I enioy as a Jew is that I am part of a truly significant enterprise which 

wi II outlive me. 

- There is no particular virtue in longevity. I know folk who have lived into their 

nineties and whose accomplishments only charity would allow me to describe as modest. 

Despite Grandma Moses types, the last years usually are uncreative, a time for sitting around 
I 

and being cared for. Old age is a cane and failing eyesight. Besides, there a~ a lot of old 

folks around: Egyptians, Greeks, the Chinese. 

Jewish history is not only a long story but a mysteriously significant one. There have 

never been a lot of Jews but there is hardly an era in which the Jewish presence has not been 

notable. 

- With all due respect, rabbi, aren't you deluding younelf? I remember a survey 

course in world history I took as a college freshman. We spent a day on the Israelites and the 

Hebrew Bible. The prof talked about Its orlglnal Ideal but made It clear that the 81ble 11 Im­

portance to Westem clvi llzatlon was due largely to Chrl1tlanlty11 later Interest In It. After that 

lecture neither the Jewish peopl-. nor any Jewllh contrlbutfo111 to clvl llzatlon weN mentioned 

until the last -k when we talked GDOur the polltlcal lmpllcatlon1 of modem antl-•mltl11n. He 
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and the gas chamber. I draw no encouragement from our lengthy record as history's most avail­

able victim. 

I quoted Justice Brandeis: "The Jew gave ,to the world its three greatest religions, 

reverence for law, and the highest conceptions of morality, 11 but even as I did I knew that the 

iudge's testimony did not adequately make my case, so I resorted to a question: why do you think 

the Jew was such a frequent victim? 

- We were there and a minority. 

- The Christ-ki Iler myth. 

- We wouldn't be baptized. 

I look on the world's antipathy as a perverse tribute to the power of the ideas to which 

the Torah tradition witnesses. The privileged encouraged anti-semitism because they knew that 
• 

the themes of democracy and iustice are sanctified in the Hebrew Bible; and ideologues of the 

le~ went along with anti-semitism because the Torah tradition values each person and reiects 

any claim that noble ends iustify immoral means or that the individual must subordinate his 

rights to the collective. 

- I'm not sure I follow your analysis. Anti-semitism describes preiudlce against Jews 

not Jewish ideas. 

The Jew, the black, any distinctive outsider 11 what he 11 and what the majority think 

him to be. The Jew internalized many Torah values and the non-Jew pn,fected on to the Jew 

what he assumed Judaism stood for. We denied his Nllglon, IO It waa al11101t Inevitable that he 

should see us as subversive. 

Kings claimed the right to rul • they ICIW flt, the ........ tradition Nfected all clalms 

UW1 to the klngcbn, but 

physical needs belt vlng God 

the world. Th logl 
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read the original text, insisted otherwise. Simply qy being, t~e Torah challenged all claims 

to arbitrary authority and privilege. 

- Oh come on, they went after us because we would not bow to their go~, play in 

their games, or eat in their restaurants. 

Preiudice begins in the myths of the bigoted, not in the acts of the calumnied. 

- There are preiudices and preiudices. I've always wondered why anfi-semitism has 

appealed to so many so powerfully. 

It's one of the few preiudices which has religious sanction. Its roots are in the New 
• I 

Testament text and it retains vitality because of the authority which millions still ascribe to 

those documents. 

- Are you saying the New Testament aids and abets preiudice? 

The gospel writers, aided and abetted by Paul, set up the Torah tradition as the straw 

man against which they could score polemical points. They stereotyped Judqism as a dry and 

lifeless legalism and Jewish leaders as lying hypocrites and narrow-minded priests. They mocked 

the Jewish way as deadly to the spirit and twisted historic fact to make the Jew rather than 

Pontius Pilate responsible for the Crucifixion. In the Gospels, as you know, Jews cry out for 

Jesus' death. It didn't hurt their argument that many In their Roman audiences were pntpared 

to look on Jews as enemies of legitimate authority, obstinate ntbels who 19fused to •e the value 

of the Pax Romana. 

Some Church Fathen went further and developed what Jules Isaac has called a theology 

of contempt whose basic thesis was that God had ordantd that the Temple be •lhoyed CII punish­

ment for their crime and ntenced the Jews to e19mal watelarlng. God meant for the Jew to 

be punished, and obvl ly no God-fNrl 

n I , 

re lat ion for 

non would 80 God's wlll. Christiana•• 

GIINGnlng CDllume, 
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well: "Pen,aps the saddest thing to admit is that those who reiected the Cn:,ss have to cany It, 

while those who welcomed it are so o~en engaged in crucifying others.n 

- Why didn't anti-semitism weaken over the centuries as most myths do? 

Because there we were. Because the Gospel story could not be revised. Because our 

presence kept alive ideas and valt,es which challenged the self-conftdent assumptions of the 

maiority. 

A century ago the ministers of the ~zar talked candldly about their policy of dellberately 

forcing the Jews from Russia because Jews were Typhoid Marys who spread ideas like democracy 

and freedom which were unwelcome in that absolutist society. Centuries earlier the medieval 

church, not only locked up the Hebrew Bible lest the faithful read and question offtclal doctrine, 

but forbade those who could read the text, the Jews, fn:,,n discussing It with Christians lest they 

be I ed into heresy • 

Because Christianity claimed to be the truth, but the Jew was obstinate ca,d would not 

see 'the truth'. For those to whom Chrlstie11 teachings seemed self-evident, Jewish non-agreement. 

oould only be explained as due to a spiritual blindness, a defounlty God had placed on all Jews 

until the Se<X?nd Coming. Otherwise, they would have had to admit the lnadn,llllble that there 

were valid reasons to doubt the Church's conftdence In Its teachings. We have seen rellglon's 

certifying function. The Jews' simple pre1-,ce WC11 a challenge to Christian confidence. 

To pn:,be into the causes of antf-11mltlsm Is to und11stm1d IOIMffllng of whattthe Jew has 

meant to ci vi 11 zatlon • 

- I'm not sure I Ilk th Idea of bel~ a whipping boy beCC1U11 the world Is pao19ctlve of 

It's not be-, an loal period the Jawllh e,cp•rl•ce 

- But 



187 

I'm not quite sure what a fair share is. Let's not play the 'who's suffered most' game. 

History tel Is us that there has been a great deal of suffering and that the world is not a fair 

place. Why are some born to luxury and some Into the poverty of Bangladesh • . The ·question to 

which faith suggests an answer is, shall we bless God or blame God for making the world as 

it is. 

- Bless God? 

Would our Jewish community be as sensitive to social welfare issues and civil rights If 

our history had been a happier one. The Torah's teachings are sensitive and noble, but in 
J 

the end only words. I am convinced that Jews owe their instinct for iusti ce equally to Amos 

and apartheid and that many of the fine qualities whl~h are expressed by the Jewish community: 

compassion, empathy, a pragmatic attitude towards success; open-handed generosity and im­

patience with privilege are the result of bitter experience. 

-Come off it. J,./ry father, an old soclallst, keeps reminding rn, that it was a Jew who 

owned the sweat shop where he first worked. 

Not al I Jews are sensitive or charitable or committed to 10clal fustlce; but a remarkable 

number were and are. The ghetto was a dlsmal place whose high walls rarely let In the sun­

light, but within this cramped area Jews constructed a remarkably compasalonate community. 

A medieval Jewish community was a miniature welfare state, replete with gn,upa which 

provided dowrl• for poor girls, travel monay for the stranded, medicine b the sick, tuition for 

those requiring schola11hlp aid, as well C11 clrect Rncmclal aulstance for the poor. 

- Aren't you ratlonallzlng? 

- The real 1..,. 11 God. Why d Jews have to face 111ch a cruel exl•nce? Wh.,. we11 

God? Why d God let ~ 

that God h 

on Dlvl 

.. 1p1,of 

nan't, then the T0tah tradition with lb e,nphcal1 

of the II• 1w flllr/ ploua ta• 
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Recently a man wrote me an angry letter about God. His brother had died during open 

heart surgery. Apparently the surgery had been botched. His brother had been an active Jew 

all his life. How could God have allowed this to happen? 

I wrote back that God had not perfonnecl the operation or decided to have it per­

formed. The mistakes were medical ones. If we praise God for freedom, a mind and wil I of 

our own, then we must be prepared not to blame him for human decisions which are hannful or 

have undesired results. The blessing of freedom is medlcal research. The price medtcal error. 

- What has this to do with Auschwitz? 

German engineers built Auschwitz, not God. 

- What kind of God would create such a world? 

What kind of God wouldn't? Would you want to live without freedom, as a prisoner 

of your instincts? 

For us to have some ex>ntrol of our lives, God had to let go of certain controls over 

history. War is a human achievement, not God's. The gift of self-consc;lousness, the quality 

which distinguishes the human being from the anlmal, requires that history depend In part on 

our activity and iudgment. Growth requires the posslbllity that our actions may be terribly 

wrong. 

- But why doesn't God stop war? 

Because we're adults not angiy children who need to be pulled apart by a gym Instructor. 

How will we learn If we don't have to suffer the co ... quences of our adlons? We're bade to 

the paradox that If God were to restrict man's freedom and power He would be narsowl111 our 

responsi bi lltles and diminishing our contn,I over our llvea. If our capacity for mischief w.,. 

diminished, so would our capacity for 1lgnlRcant achlewm■nt. The point 11 God cld not make 

us Inadequate to moral challerv• we face. 

- But w don' • 
I t G I IINIIB uar1 --••• If Ha had glwn UI hedom 

but no :,..c,n II • --•1r llllolll. We 

.----
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have sufficient will power to discipline our actions. The slmple truth Is that God has not falled 

USo We fail God. 

War and apartheid are human activities which God could override only by stripping us 

of the privilege of freedom. At creation God gave us al I we needed. Before peoples cut down 
I 

the iungle and overcropped the land, Banglades~ supported a thriving clvlllzatlon. Most human 

suffering is the fault of other humans. 

- We were talking about yellow badges, pogroms, Stalin, Hitler, and Arab wan against 

Israel. Why continue a pilgrlmage which obviously angen or frightens many? 

An anonymous prophet who lived among the Judean exiles In Babylon offered an Image 

which you might want to think about. Those were dlfflcult yean. The Temple had been de­

stroyed. Jerusalem had been razed. Many had been physlcally uprooted and exlled. A 

question of significance faced those who thought about the Jewish rellglon. What could cw, 

exiled people, prisoners and little esteemed, contribute to the unfoldlng of hlitory. He 

answered his own question. Their role was to be God's suffering servants. They were to proclalm 

God's wi 11 by example and by word to nations comfortable with Idolatry and the llmlted values 

of the pagan world. The sleeper wants only to squash the noisy mosquito which buzz• an:,und 

his head so that he can go back to his slumber, IO Israel was despl•d, fonalcen of man, a 

people of pain from whom othen hid their faces.• Israel 11 the nagging conscience of the world. 

As long as Israel remains, the world's 11 p wlll be Rtful. 

- But why lay all 

I don't know. 

- That's a copout. 

- But 

on the Jews? 
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I'm not sure of that. It seems to me that much of the world has awakened to life's 

possibilities. I o~en think of Dickens' famous sentence: "'It was the best of times. It was the 

worst of times~ 11 Bi I lions are spent on weapons, and mil lions seek to throw off the limitattons of 

ignorance and insensitivity. Millions seem to be listenlng to God and choosing life. 

The death camps are a truth, but not the whole truth. What about Hltler's bomb 

shattered bunker in Berli_n and 1948 and the creation of the State of Israel? Think again about 

the mysterious significance of Jewish history. 

- But six mil lion did not survive to contemplate the mysterious significance of Jewish 

history. 

I know, and I cry and remind myself of what I do not understand and of the psalmist's 

faith: "though He slay me, yet will I believe in Him." I cbn't have answers, but I am a Jew 

and my myths describe the hardships of the wilderness trek and arrival In the Promised Land and 

the fact that, if the tribes had not repeatedly reiected the wll I of God, clear duty, they would 

have reached Canaan much sooner. 

-Your approach is a bracing one; but many Nazis survived the war and became pros­

perous in post-war G ennany, and the six mll llon were dead. To say we are respoi'lllble for 

our world is to address only part of the problem. The other part, the faith shattering part, Is 

the suffering of the Innocents. 

You're right, of course. I have no answer. N this point NKIIOl1 nut give way to faith. 

I know only this, that I owe It to my peat not to abandon our wltne• to truths mankind caMOt 

afford to deny for the price of NJectlon 11 the end of clvlllmtlon. 

After a moment, I ..... ~ bade to the DIIM:HIII of God and _.,.ng. 

Some of our con Ion coa1• 111• a aanllDI -• of God whlcb 11, to put It lclndly, 

childish. Over ,.... ..... j. TCIIIIII ._ -• •-- a...ita •-- U1 of the 

Image of God a 

- But 
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our prayers. 

It also says that God knows our prayen before we utter them, that God's kindness and 

mercy depend on a wisdom deeper than any we can imagine, and that God knows our needs before 

we are ever conscious of them and His goodness Is manifest in creation and l')Ot proven by whether 

He pennits our petitions or denies them. 

One of the tradition's favorite names for God was makom - place - God Is the animating 

spirit of all that is. Such a God creates a world full of possibillty and it Is up to man to meet 

the challenge. 

- In effect, you're saying that prayer has many psychological advantages: It releases 

pent-up feelings, focuses our thoughts and opens up emotlonal reserves; but Is not efficacious 

in the senae of making God respond to our needs. 

I guess we al I pray at times for a mlracle. Abe Llncoln said It: I flnd myself down on 

my knees when I have no place else to go. That kind of prayer Is elemental C11d explosive 

rather than a product of sober reflectlon. The Torah tradition reflects both need and reason • 

God responds to prayer and man should not pray, sit back and depend on God to do His thing • 

- I can't get beyond the horror that six million were killed. 

And many millions more. Jews weN not the only victims. You ask for reasons. Recaons 

are words. These events are elemental and beyond reason's grasp. They cannot be explained, 

bu~ they can be transcended. Ultimately reason must give way to faith If we are not to be 

paralyzed by our inability to explain. If life were reasonable, people would never have 

created religions. There would have been no need. Remember .-.llglon'1 function 11 to conflnn 

and affinn an ultimate purpose - to pn,ve that chaos does not rule the world. Faith allows us 

to cany on despite the cNeltles we experience. The watchwords of the lratzlaver Hallldlm says 

it simply: Gewalt, Yiden, zeit sich nit rneyaesh - for God's salce, Jews, do not despair. These 

words only repeat the Psalmist's pledge: "though He (God) slay me, yet wlll I believe In Him.• 

Faith describes convictions held despite contradlctoty e,cperlencea. The Hebrw, word i:»r faith 
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is emunah whi~h comes from a root whlc;h means holdlng flnn. 

- Holding firm to what? 

To a recognition of the possibilities of life~ To the discovery of the holy dimensions of 

our existence. To God's promise that a life of conc,m can make a difference. 

- I wonder sometimes. 

Our problem is that we are less bound up than earlier Jews with the Messianic promise 

of our faith and half suspicious that we are consoling ounelves with fiction. 

- Are we? 

I think not. Recent history cannot be read as unrelieved tragedy. Sweeping polttlcal 

and social changes are taking place. The masses are comlr~ alive and their lndfvlduallty and 

potential is being revealed. An unsettled society is full of ftvstratfon and potentlal violence; 

but our conwlsions also suggest our potential for effective c;hange. You can't have the one 

without the other. The ancients knew this. Almost every scenario about the Messlca,lc Age 

assumes that it will be preceded by a time of unprecedented tn,uble. The most fa.1aou1 of these 

images is a homely one. Just as a child's delivery Is preceded by birth pca,gs, the Mealanlc 

Age, according to tradition, will be preceded by the birth pangs of the Messiah. 

- How does one acquire such a faith? 

It's a matter of opening up the Im• eye, of IHlng what Is always there but which we 

rarely notice, being preoccupied e11 we are with the nMltlne damands of Ur.. 

- Isn't faith slmply self-hypnoals? 

Illusion has no basis In reallty. I quoted a r.w llw flOM Abrahaan J. tt.chel. 

Faith does not spring out of nothing. It cam• with holy •-1IIII0111 

of our existence. • • • th da 11 not datach 1111111 ,,._ thlnlcl,v. It 
does not suspend NCIIOll e It II ---L lallall,... , lo In-
different aloofn to the -noe Is the 
Insight that lfe 11 a lt-11•IIINIIIIIIIIII am,.. • --• 
whims and I 

• I clDn't wa• to 

, 
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Jews suffered more than any other group? 

They haven't. Some day read a history of the Anneneans or the Dn,zes. Jews have had 
I 

our share and more, but I doubt that we're number one on the na,st persecuted 11st. 

-Then why have Jews suffered as much as they have? 

Deuteronomy offers one explanatlon: you get what you deserve. I'm talklng about 

covenant theology, the old idea that God rewards loyalty and punishes dlsloyalty. The prophets 

who applied this grading system to contemporary events Insisted that Israel's sufferings - they 

meant everything from bad harvests to mllitary defeat - were the result of the community's 

failure to live up to the tenns of the covenant. This view provided, until our day, one of the 
1 

myths through which the Jew has explalned to hlmself his fate. It n,ns this way. N Sinai we 

signed on to the covenant and agreed to Its conditions, lncludlng a 11st of rewards for obeclence 

and punishments for default. The prophets of Israel "heard" God "render Judgment". When 

defeat came it was seen as a deserved punishment, "Because they sell the righteous for sllver 

and the needy for a pal r of shoes and trample the head of the poor In the dust of the earth • • • 

Therefore • • 11 

- I find it lnflnltely sad that some Jews went to their duallw In Nazi Europe, beating 

their breasts and confessing, 'It Is because of our sins.' 

So do I. So did the writers of apocalypae who followed the prophets who Insisted In 

their writings that God d.,te;anlnes the course of hlstary for His own purpa••,j Thent11 IOffl8 huth 

to both contentions. A nation that plays the power gcane wlll at IDlne point t1ncl that It's no 

game, but I don't bell that Hr. opMdel llb a cla111D0111, that hard and conscientious wodc 

guarantees good grad•. At ~ 

Itself. Job's chall.,.. 

was baaed 10lldly on --••IIIO■ .-.-•• •• IIINIIIIW 

~dthatnv1•~1 ... 111a••---■ 

......... of God's gnadl~ .-.n ........... ., .. , , ....... 
Ml d1p1ncl 
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on wealth or security: 11 Better a smal I morsel and quiet therewith than a house ful I of feasting and 

strife." 

- You're beginning to sound ltke one of Job's comforters. 

Their observations of human nature were o~en accurate. They argued that suffering Is 

good for the soul, that through stonns we grow. Prosperity, they said, tends to make us ob­

livious to human need. Grief and pain can expose our latent capacity for empathy. I knew a 

young couple, born to wealth, who were devoted to nothing beyond themselves untll a chlld 

developed a rare and dangerous blood disease. Forced out of themselves they grew Into caring 

peop I e and have devoted much ti me to the support of pediatric medl cl ne. 

- Where did they go wrong? 

Though keen observers of the human condition, the reltglous understanding was con­

ventional and uninspired. They told Job that suffering represenb a trfal which allows God to 

measure human character. They tried to fustlfy God's ways to men end, as we've seen, this 

can't be done. 

- This trial idea suggests that God may be a bit of a sadist. 

Job in his pain says as much: "God aush• me for a trifle and lnc1'8C1181 "'I wounds 

without cause. 11 

The comforters simply closed their ay• to the fact that there en times when the suf­

fering is so intense that It coarsens the IOUI and dNd■ns the iplrlt. I wl II newr bget the 

concentration caup suryfwr who e,cplalned patiently why lhe had declct.d not to haw chllchn: 

' I simply can't let myself I that deeply f///1'/ ..,,. • ' 

~ch suffering 11 CIYOldable, ,... .. NIii we ally wla,elt. Goel did not 
to llw I 

butld Auschwitz and Mal~ ... , .... __. of the given llr., and wa • not fully 

understand Its fun 

• 
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would claim that the well-off and well-placed are slmply enfoylng their lust desserts. 

It has another pernicious effect. It suggests to some that an accident or Illness Is some­

how deserved. When I visit someone recently bereaved, I often hear: 'what did I do to deserve 

this?' as if the widow is somehow gullty for her husband's death. 

- Much of what you are saying suggests that God Is Indifferent to the lndlvldual's 

fate? 

Not indifferent but, at the same time, not bound to do what we want. 

Do you remember the end of the Book of Job? Job has cha I lenged God's iusti ce, but 

God makes no attempt to explain himself to Job. God slmply reveals His rnaiesty to him. 

"Where were you when I rolled out the Heavens?" In a long poem God parades the mysterious 

and vast operation of creation, His creation, ca,d Job submits: 11 I know that You can do anything 

••• I had heard of You, the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore, I abhor 

my words and repent. • • " 

Walter Kaufman, In an interesting work, The Faith of a Heretic, describes Job's re­

sponse as acquiescence to the 11 tragl c power" of the world. "This Is the ultimate truth of 

philosophy. There is a power beyond us and the power makes no •nse except that It Is there, 

and man must, as best he can and with what composure and equanimity he can must•, slmply 

accept I I fe on its terms." I think Kaufnaan Is rnlstak• In his analysis. God parades before 

Job, not cold and Indifferent power, but creative pow•. God INffll to be sayl~: creation 

is not a chaotic stNcture but a well...agned unlwne. There Is a mysterious and wonderful 

order. You cannot fathom the totallty of that purpose, but you can ..,.. It. Rudolf Otto put 

it this way: "When we envisage cettaln thlrv• In our world, IIICh aa the 1ta111 sky, the thldcly­

people ocean, the orderllnea and the p,agra■lv ... of Ur., and glw them the ke.,.. and 

clearest sclentlftc crlptlon In our pow r, th-re 11 let In our llllnd a Wing of the Holy or the 

Sacred. 
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denies that there is a creative purpose. Faith begins with a recognition of benign purpose • . 

After each stage of creation, Genesis one uses the refrain, 11 And God saw that It was good." 

- I keep measuring your comments against the Holocaust. How can you have faith in a 

benign order having lived through such evll? 

I have no answer. The Holocaust is overwhelming. How does one think about the 

malignancy called Naziism or the adamant enforcement of restrictive immigration quotas Into 

Palestine, England and the United States by the Alltes? On one level this sad record must 

restrain our enthusiasm for notions about man's basic and Innate goodness. But It also must be 

said that there were non-Jews of compassion and bravesy who put their llves at stake to hide 

Jews and help them escape. We're back to the farnlllar question: was the Holocaust God's 

fault or man's? If life is to include posslbillty, the posslbllity must Include evf I as well as 

heroism. 

- Isn't the point that God did not Interfere. Mtlllons prayed for rellef and none was 

sent. 

Do you remember the story I told several days ago about Moses vlsltl~ the Academy of 

Akiba and being astonished at the rules Aklba was quoting as the law of Moses? I cldn't com­

plete the story as the Talmud repom It. Ater God had reaaured Moses that what Aklba was 

teaching was in fact Torah, Moses says to God: 'How ls It that knowing such a sage would arise, 

you gave the Torah thn,ugh me?' To which God answered, •a. silent, 111ch Is My decree.' God 

then allowed Moses to see the rd of Aklba's llfe and hi, clwlh. He WCII burned allw by the 

Romans during the Bar Kochba Rebelllon and his akin 10ld In the .,...,lace. Mo.. was•· 

palled: 'Is this the reward for such IN111lng and devatlon?' 'la sllent, for such 11 ltlt/ dlcne.• 

- I'm appall d. 

Some thl IIDN Mwl .. lt,1 not • the •n1al of the 

existence of God, -••al•t 

for mlndl power, but no 
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iustice and there is no iudge. No one ever suggested that faith comes easily. We've got to 
' 

face Akiba's martyrdom and the suffering of the Jewish people. But without faith the soul 

withers and shrivels and there is no reason to stay with the great causes of the human race~ 

- You can't leave it there. 

Akiba's martyrdom inspired generations of men and women who had to put their llves 

on the line for what they believed. 

- That's not enough~ 

I know. No argument eases suffering. When my heart aches, sweet reason is not the 

medicine I need. At such times I want to be listened to and not to be talked at. I need love 

not logic. Any explanation offered me seems Irrelevant. 

I have been a rabbi for nearly thirty yean and have spent a fair amount of time close to 

illness and grief. As a young rabbi I expected to hear those beaten to their knees cry out In 

anger and deny. I have heard complaints, certainly, and self-pity, 'why me'; but I have rarely 

known anyone whose faith was completely shattered by Illness, Ill luck or pain. Somehow, when 

we are on our knees we look up and sense a transcenclng wisdom. The llfe force takes over 

and more oft-en than not what I hear Is a half-whispered, half-bellevlng, 'maybe It's for the 

best.• 

- I can't get the Aklba story out of my mind. It suggests that God has an arbitrary 

streak and Is really a cruel God. 

What It really Mill.'llll•AI· 11 that th .... fac111 lour. ... CClllli10t e,cplaln and m.., leam 

glwn. D1ulh 11 a given and IO en 

lllne and n. 
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suffering • For what matters above al I is the attitude we take towards 
suffering, the attitude in which we take our suffering upon ounelves. 

- Are you saying: Make the best of a hapless bargain? 

The rabbis weren't stoics. They were not resigned to a hapless world. There were ioys 

and happy days~ They trusted that God would accept repentance and end the Exlle. Our wonhip 

always includes prayer: nHear us, 0 Lord, and we shall be healed. Save us and we shall be 

saved •11 

There is a pragmatic side to the Torah tradition which says, 'llve, do the right, don't 

ask too many questions, keep the faith.' The Hebrew letter Bet is the ftrst letter of the Ant -
word in the Torah. Why B rather than A? Simple, the sages said. The Hebrew letter is formed 

by three strokes which enclose three sides of a square, a " • Since Hebrew is written from right 

to le~, the missing side opens towards the flow of the text. Bet, they said, was chosen as a -
sign that the Jew should read what follows, the Torah, carefully and not worry too much about 

what cannot be known: what is above, what below and what preceded creation. 

- I've heard al I you've said, but you've really not resolved the problem of sufferl"'. 

I know. The Mishnah quotes R. Yannal as sayl~ that we cannot explaln the pn,sperfty 
J 

of the wicked or the impoverishment of the good. I would add that Torah seeks to arm ua with 

rituals which will help us hold on to sanity when the p.._,res mount. Before death, the dyl• 

spoke the Shema • After death the rnoumen speak the Kaddllh. In 111'911 we en advised to 

affirm life and God. The Kaddish allO speaks of the Inevitable eo111lng·of ICl,vcbn. · 

Every Jewish act has a Me■I 

tarry for the nlg ... , but with 

us, but at some point 

through our t 

It w I • 

Portugal. 

nt to It. w. GDIIC IIOIIIIG lo hope• Weepl• may 

-, be locked behind 

., fte tells UI lo look 

• 
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A ship was stricken with plague and the captain made for tht nearest land fall 

where he unceremoniously le~ the passengers on a deserted beach. A'any died 

there of hunger. A few, lncludlng a Jf!IW, his wife and two sons, tried to 

make it on foot to some settlement. They walked with great effort but it 

proved too much for the woman who collapsed and died. The man canied 

his two sons unti I he fainted from exhaustion. When he revived he found 

the boys dead beside him. In great distress he rose to his feet and said: 

Lord of the universe, You are doing a lot to make me abandqn my faith. 

I am a Jew and a Jew I shal I remain and nothing that you have brought upon 

me or wi 11 bring upon me shal I avai I • 



Chapter 10 

THE GENERATION GAP, GUILT AND GOD 

Shabbat aRemoon. A morning service, written and osganlzed by Institute memben, 

had been read and enioyed. There was a happy feeling of community. 
j 

-
11 I like it here. There's no dressing up. There's song and touching. I don't llke 

services at home. The pews are uncomfortable, the service is a set piece, everyone's dressed 

up and uptight." 

How oRen at home do you come to a service after five days of Jewlng? Rather, you 

walk in cold. You've been thinking of work or finances. You sit yourself down and chal­

lenge the service to move you. 

- It's also the guitar, open shirts and singable tunes. 

The forms of Jewish wonhlp have always conformed to penonal need and cultural 

style. There always have been a variety of ways to express one's faith. Maimonides worshipped 

at home with a few disciples in quiet dignity next to the bustle of an active synagogue whose 

noise he deplored. The problem Is not guitar Of 019an, or open shirt or ti•, but how to make 

sure the spirit Is full and the envhonment hvly representative qf the Torah spirit. When there 

were shrines, sacrlftces, and priests, Jews had shrln•, sacrlRces, and priests. In cultures 

when wonhlppen and courtlen pn,stratN thecmlWI to e,cplWII humble a,brnllllon, Jews, llke 

Muslims to this day, p,ostrated 9ftal-lves. Pews and a gow cle,gy en elgl nth century 

forms. The guitar 11 late twentlath century. 

In former ti ffwences tenclecl to follow g1ographlc IIMlf Yemenite Jews sit 

croa•legged on pray rua• Poll Jws PftltN INIIIC 111 .._ tall INCl,v d1llm, Today 

~• •m111111- ... ,. • adult 11rvloe and a ~ 

_.._IIW ,.._.,, th-, want •aloaue, 



201 

not a sermon. They want intensity, to do it themselves, not the calm of an o,gan playing over 

them nor the artistry of a cantor singing for them. 

The modem synagogue o~en seems to be a three-ring circus. In one ring is the cantor, the 

prayer book, the reading of the Torah, a thoughtful sermon, and the formal rites of the tradi-

tion; in another there is a guitar, a mimeographed service, wordless dance, and a friendship 

circle; while in the third ring there Is a family service full of slmple songs, cut-down prayers, 

a story sennon, wriggling children and beaming parents. The young clalm to be put off by 

the fonnality of adult worship. Adults are o~en nonplussed by hand clapping slng-alongs and 

the use of audio-visual equipment. Each service reflects the emotional, psychologlcal, and 

physi ca I needs of its congregation • 

- Didn't these generational differences exist in earlier generations? 

As far as I know, no. Adolescence seems to be a modem phenomenon. In medieval 

times boys entered the adult work world quite early. Today young people live Cl'llld their peen, 

in a different atmosphere than their parents; and, consequently, their attitudes, aei1h•lcs, 

and play are distinct. 

- There is a formal order of service. That's what Slddur means. How can you approve 

disorder? 

I was talking of style more than content, but recognize that Jewish worship Is not a set 

piece. The Slddur Is not a closed book. Its basic st1VctuN took shape In MIIMalc times, but 

much has been added and, Frown time ta time, elements haw been dn,pped. In tern■ of spirit 

and style hitlahcwot, genuine, ..... , talc• pNCedence owr fo.,u. The medieval synagogue WCII a 

tumultuous and noisy place. Jews stayed for haun and gcs11lped evm m thay woaahlppedw 

They were famlllar with eam other and with their God. The ••ewl Jew had nothl• •• 

to do and no ._.._, pl to • ..... IMalllPa •MIi•• • lffllllOII,. pn»bably no 

other ~bllc 1DC111::e In hi 

clenl d It a pla • 
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Emancipation changed al I this. The emancipated Jew no longer enioyed enforced 

leisure born of underemployment. These were the yean of the twelve-hour day. The service 

had to be shortened. He was now part of a laager world and aware of Its aesthetics. The 

familiar sw.aying came to seem inappropriate, since middle-class buaghan sat silently In pews. 

As decorum and discipline took over, some of the old sense of involvement wasi lost. The 

balance shifted swiftly and the congregation became increasingly an audience, and worship 

tended to become what it had never been before and never ought to be - a spectator sport. 

- But I respond to intimacy and participation. 

Needs and attitudes have shifted again. We ltve in a world fascinated by soul and 

roots~ We're intrigued by the imcgination more than the mind. So the guitar replaces the 

organ, and congregations experiment with dance, citing the precedent of the Hasslclm. 

Whatever the shortcomings of the new style services, they have, at least, the virtue of llve­

liness and in worship immediacy Is critical. 

-You talk of guitar music as if It were everywhere. We belong to an orthodox syna­

gogue where instrumental music on the Sabbath Is forbl dden. 

The Temple In Jerusalem featured a choir and orchestra of Levites and, when It was 

destroyed, instrumental music was banned as a sign of moumlng for the destroyed Temple. 

During the Renaissance some tradltlonal communltl• In Italy bullt an oagan Into their syna­

gogue, which they played on weekdays though not many an orthodox synagogue brf~• In a 

folk singing, guitar playing rebbe In a slmllar Wflf. 

- What's your feellng about all this? 

I look on the 1---- Pft11Jndlcally. God, we .. told, lhould be worahlpped In the 

beauty of holl--, and beauty 11 In the .,. of the beholder. Each ccqregatlon mult •c1• 

what setting lnspl them. The,- 11 no right• wrong. Why 11 a CClllor nn approprfct• than 

a choir? Why ..... cal ..._,1111111!!1 •--,-•. •--••N •• •--•? Prl_,. 

danced In 

night vlgl 11. T 

-- - - ----

• Mllllalhh held all­

... ... .,.. hi, Aue. In 
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the synagogue on Rosh Hashanah because he didn't know the Hebrew words, and that his was 

the voice welcomed into Heaven. It's not the medium but the message. 

- But isn't the medium also the message? 

The Torah chant is an old and formal one. Many hymns are set to famlllar melodles 

and we respond instinctively to them. But to make too much of the famlliar Is Itself a 'danger. 

Worship must offer a challenge as well as tradition. 

- Some years ago our youth group put together a creative servl ce out of Bob Dylan and 

Kahi I G ibran. It was moving but our rabbi had a Rt. Why can't our service be whatever we 

want? 

The worship hour is designed to be a Jewish experience, not fust a spiritual happening. 

- I don't understand. 

In worship Jews immerse themselves In the Torah tradition. Readings from Glbran and 

Thomas are not a Torah experience. 

- You make worship parochial, but you told us earlter that prayer 11 an elemental and 

universal form of expression. Why do you Insist that a service have a Jewish atmosphere? 
I 

Aren't good thoughts enough? 

- I once heard a minister talk on wonhlp. He mgued that the church talc• Itself too 

seriously; that the rellgtous moment must be a celebratlon of poalblllty, a freeing of the Imagi­

nation and a passionate encounter of the symbols of the powan we do not conhol and only dlmly 

comprehend. Thar made sense to me • 

Did you visit one of hi services? 

-Yes. 

- I think'°• 



- You're going back to the worship-prayer distinctions we spoke about. 

Yes. These distinctions are critical. 

The dictionary defines prayer In tenns of petition and entreaty. Most of us equate 

prayer with the sudden surge of emotion which comes over us when we are pushed beyond our 

resources or unable to contain our ioys. I prayed when my father was deathly i II. I prayed 

when each of my children was born. Those prayers were spoken late at night In a hospital 

corridor and not in a synagogue. Prayer cannot be scheduled. To be sure, there have been 

times when I have prayed during a service. I came troubled. The music cairned my spirits. 

The sen&e of community, the quiet, an awareness of the presence of God unlocked my heart. 

But I can number these moments. 

There is a petition in the service, but a Jewish service Is not a prayer meeting. Open 
l 

the Siddur and you wil I find praise, doctrine, paragraphs from the llterature, The Sayings of the 

Fathers, a collection of proverbs from the Mlshnah, memorial prayers. During Sabbath wonhlp 

Torah is read. A sermon may be preached. Candles are lit. The Kadclsh Is redted. Those who 

say, 'I do not need to come to the synagogue to pray,' are absolutely right. Prayer Is agnostl c -

people pray to God, to gods, to mother, to the devtl, to the winds. Jewish wonhlp Is fflOl1()­

theistic. Prayer Is spontaneous. Worship uses a text and Is conducted la19ely In ·a holy 

languqJe. Prayer pleads. Worship challenges. Prayer Is a private exprelllon. Worship Is 

congregational • Worship requires a mh1yan, ten of the communlfy. Wonhlp 11 lnshuctlvely 

Jewish, an attempt to marry the religious vision to the IOUI • Wonhlp exllh to 11ft us from the 

woricaday world and to place us In the Torah world where we oan b.wllw for a r.w moments the 

pure al r of the vision and llw for an hour within the beauty of the tracltlon. Wonhlp creat• 

an emotional envhonment In which the bale teachl.- can ODIN allw for us beca,11 thay have 

Worship al lows to II In 

himself, th J can Rnd a ....,. ltaolNacl home. 

--- --·- --•-------- - -- --.. -
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- You've made your point, but I've stlll got a problem. I want to be genuine and 

during worship I am asked to read somebody else's words. At services I often think I am being 

transformed into a parrot. They give me a book, tel I me to open to such and such a page and 

read. They expect me to feel religious precisely between 8:15 and 9:30 on Friday night. I 

always feel I'm being directed by some aa,onyrnous 'they'. 

Spontaneity is not the consummate value. Prayer is spontaneous and bei~ artless ft 

can be foolish, petty, misdirected, or self-deluding. Men can and will pray as the spirit 

moves them. When we worship and use the classic poetry of the psalms or paragraphs sancti­

fied by centuries of faith, we recognize that wonhlp h• the extra dimension of spiritual grace. 

- Sti 11 a service seems arti A ci a I • 

Worship is artiflcial in the sense that all clvlllzatlon ts artftlclal; that Is, It Is a 

creation of human design. The label, "creative servi_ce", Is an unfortunate one for a service 

which tosses out centuries of classic literature for a few paragraphs written In haste. It also 

suggests that we cannot relate creatively to another's words. Would you say that Rubenstein 

or Heifetz are not creative musicians because they play scores written by Chopin and Beethoven? 

The pianist creates new music even as he recreat• another's music. I've thought a lot about 

the twenty➔hird Psalm and written a piece on It, and I would Insist that It belongs as n,ch to 

me as to King David. 
I 

In prayer man speaks to God. In worship God, Torah, speaks to man. The Shema Is 

not a philosophic detlnltion but a revelation - the end Cl'ld beginning of faith. The Torah Is 

not an ancient teaching, but the pnnentatlon of God's word for us to consider. The Kaddish 

is not a prayer for the dead, but the faith that d•alh Is part of God's wisdom Cl'ld an affirmation 

of the immortality of generations who stn,ggled, 1Uffered and •rwd. Here Is the NnN of 

continuity, the compelllng sew of command, the boncla that tie III to othen who ~•1po.,d to 

the ame deep memorl and emotional n••• we •. 

Tracltlonal wonhlp Is c:hm19ed, nor-byecl, full of 1110W111ent. A Jew dawa111, a 
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colloquialism which suggests a far more active posture than sitting in a pew. He loses himself 

in words which came from nearly every century of his people's life. The Slddur allows us to 

sing along with King David and Judah ha Levi. We remind ourselves of the martyrs whose 

sacrifice commands our loyalty and of the poets whose images inspire our thoughts. There is 

petition in the liturgy but also the reminder that "we do not know whether what we ask for is 

for our good." When we look carefully we notice that requests are phrased in the third person 

plural, 'we', not 'I'. What is asked for is the fultlllment of hopes we all share: health, a lust 

social order, a return to Zion, the Messianic Age. "Grant us peace." 

The central act of worship is the reading of Torah, but it is never left there. There Is 

interpretation, an opening of our spirit to the meaning of God's words. At wonhlp we signify 

a willingness at least to listen, really to llsten, to the commands which holiness Imposes. 

Here is our past, our mythic language, our becoming, the mysterious power of God's words 

still instructing us as He did our fathers at Sinai. 

-You're being uncharacteristically romantic. When I go to my synagogue I tend to 

find the mood flat; and, instead of being lifted, I am let cbwn. 

I suspect we've al I been let down by a service. I have been put off by a restless 

congregation, a posturing cantor and a service conducted off-handedly. Many who come to 

the synagogue come to honor a friend or a &land's chlld and not to honor God. They are In no 

mood to pay attention to the words or mood, and they send out unmistakable vibrations that 

they are not pent of a wonhlpplng congregation. 

But, If I've been to services which falled to Ifft me out of ~If, I've rarely been to 

a service which failed to bring me back to my Jewlth •If. Whatev• was happening on the 

pu lplt, I could always read my Slddur. The famlll• symbols were there and almod always a 

famillar tune or two. I lcome the chance to touch ba1 with my Jewish Ille. During the day 

I am a husband, a ....... ,, a pn>._IOIICII, • ~• cltlW¥ In the .,...,_ I C1111 11,nply 
J 

a Jew. 
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- You obviously look on worship as important. I've always thought of it as color. I 
\ 

can go or not go with little or no practical consequence. 

Not so. Worship is one of the ways of strengthening the Jew in you; your chi lcftood 
I 

conditioning is reinforced. You're reminded of Torah themes you'd forgotten about. 

Worship helps me answer the question which has bothered us so much: What is Judaism? 

In my studies I've got to deal with. the almost infinite number of aspects which our river has 

exhibited. Worship synthesizes and selects and raises up the relevant maior themes which are 

quietly affinned. Worship presents basic Judaism. Complexity has been reduced to straight­

forward sentences. Outside the synagogue a Jew answers a question with a question. The 

Siddur puts the question aside. Here are the afflnnatlons. "Tn,e and flnn, established and 
I 

enduring, right and faithful, beloved and precious, deslreable and pleasant • •• Is this Thy 

word." 

You've obiected a bit to the repetitiveness of wonhlp. I often think that, were worship 

not as familiar as it is, had not unconsclously memorized many of Its paragraphs and taken to 

heart its melodies, Judaism could not have survived the end of soclal segregation. During 

worship, the teaching takes the wings of S011J and lmbeds lbelf deep within our psyche, and 

we become Jews. 

- Why are so many synagogue services pedestrian? 

- I spent a semester In England at Cambridge Unlvenlty. Each college has a chapel 

and most have Evensong. It's quiet and candlellt. The Gcpthlc arches and the shadows blend 

beauti fu I ly with the hymns. There's an unrnlstakable ..,.. of sanctity. 

- My synagogue Is anal I and when people are In It It's noisy. I'd love a church's 

mafesty. 

I've attended Everwong at Kl~•• College, Ccnbrlclge, and b1en mowcl, but I allO 

noticed wl th we 
I 

..... ICI by the archltectUIW. The fallows and..,._ weN In 

-- - -- - --
~ -~--~-~-
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there are no separations based on class or rank. The lnformaltty of the synagogue reflects 

Judaism's commitment to democracy. 

- You've not answered my question • 

I, too, want a service which catches me up in a sense of the divinity reaching out to me 

from behind the surface of life, from within the teachings of Torah and from deep within the 

history of the Jewish people. There must be song and feeling and the presence of Kedushah, 

holiness. Song which releases the spirit. Poetic language which touches the soul. The space 

should shut out the work-a-day world, a sense of what we would llke the world to be ltke: 

wann-hearted folk, not cold-eyed people; chant, not cacaphony; wor,thwhlle thoughts, not 

cruel ones; a sense of closeness to God. 

Because we don't give them a chance. America's Jews tend to be generous, public . 

spirited, socially aware and indifferent to worship. It's a routine sight in many congregations 

for parents to drop children off and go on to some other activity. By and lcwge the pious 

stayed in Europe, and those who came were too busy seekl~ all the goodl• available to 

offer to seek the intangibles which worship offen. They didn't need wonhlp to celebrate llfe's 

possibilities. Moreover, the tradition had never threatened those who cldn't wonhlp with 

damnation. It's changing. Services are better attended. The times are darker and more 

concerned with spirit and soul • . 

- You have described one of wonhlp11 functions • celebrating llfe11 poalbllltl•. Go 

on a bit. 

A comna,nlty vlsuallzes, symbollw, Its red1mptlw gaapel In rltual and W011hlp. In 

al I religious communltl• such momenll pnM a fDNt■t• of Paracll• or of H1awn on Hlfh 

lw ta .,.,ry far the Kingdom. ~rlat• rnualc 

-- • to be wwlllf. There 

help 114 the 

ela. Work 



clothes are deli1?9rately excluded. Here is a foretaste of what llfe can be when we create the 

iust society on earth or enter the heavenly Jerusalem: golden words, glorious themes, and a 

grand vision; a symbolic confirmation of the fact that the redemptive promise Is real. To par­

ticipate is to be caught up in the moment and to be encouraged. Many of the themes are 

Messianic. Generally we grow fhroug}1 such an experience but we are no~ transformed Into 

saints~ No one knows better than those who take a religious tradition with utmost seriousness 

how far short we fal I of our private expectations and, at the same time, how important the 

religious forms are in strengthening our will and sensitizing our spirit to a whole range of 

obligations and possibilities. 

- I can buy worship as an opportunity to llve as a Jew and as a celebration of life's 

possibilities, but I can't buy the darker side of wonhlp. All that sin talk. The Idea of con­

fession. It's too heavy. The world gives me enough stress without the synagogue adding to my 

distress. 

- The phrase, "we have done perversely," has always stuck in my craw. I'm not per­

verse. Why does the Yom Kippur wonhlp lay such gullt-rldden terms on us? Gullt lnhlblh. 

There's already too much guilt In the world. l'Jost sins are society's fault. 

How would you organize a service an,und the theme of conduct? 

- Yom Kippur ought to be a grand celebration of the poulbllltl• of life. The liturgy 

should speak of expectation and hope. Let bygones be bygon•. In any ccae, no one 11 gullty. 

We do what we do because of our envlronme(d', our concltlonlng, because our famlltes raised 

us in a certain way. There are no bad chllchn, only bad llvlng condltlonl and ccnl• parents. 

I always think ofYom Klpp,r • a grand celebratlon of polllblllty, and It's the WOllhlp11 

emphasis on n contalton which ma• It•• Sin 1,npll• poalblllty. 

The con1cear of ,..11111 ..._ I --•'1 ...... 1 ..... Ullmpped, 

sensltlvltl 

-v 
• • m••ir? 

••• •• ... our .. natlc 
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endowment and our environment allows us to be. I agree with him. 

Skinner holds that frvstration and failure prevent us from fulfilling our potential. 

The goal, then, is to eliminate failure in the educational process. Skinner proposes to do so by 
' 

a mechanical environment, a teaming machine, which would provide the child all the informa­

tion needed to put ideas together so as to form new ideas, to leam, without ever facing the 

f1.ustration of knocking his head against a wall. Skinner's device was designed to insure that 

mistakes would not occur and to instantly acknowledge a correct iudgment. PresumecJly, the 

student would learn without frustration; no guilt, no mental or emotional block. 

Skinner's box was based on a theory of some merit which insists that the envlrorvnent In 
I 

which we live substantially affects how we live, what we can accomplish, the questions we ask, 

and the answers we arrive at. We tend to think of ourselves as if we are autonomous beings 

when, in fact, we are in rather significC11t ways what our parents and our society have allowed 

us to become. Conditioning determines much about us. The fact that we speak English, for 
' 

instance, means that some ideas can be expressed easily and othen perhaps, not at all. Our 

habits are American-bred and, therefore, we think of ourselves differently than an Inclan 

villager or a Japanese worker thinks of himself. 

-These ideas are not particularly new. 

Skinner's popularity lay In the fact that he begins with a surprising value Jud;ment: that 

the impact of Western civilization on the Individual Is destructive pntclNly because It 11eggests 

that we are free. Encouraged to believe that we are autonomous, we have come to e,cpect 

that we can, by the exercise of wlll and datennlnatlon, modify our behavior. Thia Idea, acconlng 

to Skinner, is wro~ and can create paralyzing frulhatlon. He partlcularly blamed the Western 

re li~dons for emphe11lzlng lnclvldual ra1po.-.lblllty. He cquecl that we dD not fall becw, In 

fact, we 

- I Ilk • 
one In.. lo lhoulclar relpOllllblllty 
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We're quite ready to argue thaTthe trlviallty of our lives Is not our fault but the fault of our 

parents or of environment. Skinner's arguments set well with a socially aware but undlsclpllned 

age; an age which doesn't like sin talk. 

Environment cbes play a role in our lives, and so do a number of speclal facton such 

as age and mental competence. The Midrash explains God's decision to have the whole genera-
/ 

tion of onetime slaves die in the wlldemess as a result of His recognition that their spirit 

had been broken and that they lacked the initiative and drive pioneen require. But the whole 

ethos of the Torah tradition cries out: 0 they (the commandments) are not too hard for you. n 

Choose. You are responsible for your actions and your character. God did not fashion us as 

robots but as conscious creatures, capable of thinking through the consequences of our actions 

and ultimately capable of acting on our decisions. Skinner Is simply and vitally wrong. We 

do have a measure of freedom and the inner resources to use our freedom wisely. 

- But we're not completely free. I'm color-bllnd. I couldn't be a painter If my llfe 

depended on it. 

The crux of this debate Is not on whether there are special factors but whether we shape 

what is given us. I think we do. The Torah says we can. Children raised In good hom• with 

parents who care for them and correct them have a better chance of dewlopl,.a a coherent sense 

of self than a street chi Id who Is raised carel .. ly, perhapa cruelly; but envlftN'lment 11 not all. 

Some raised in good horn• become bums. Some who en ralNCI on the 1111.t become saints. 

In life everything, Incl ng freedom, ha II ts, but the grandeur of the Torah tradition 

is that it insl that we act In 

We have been glv IP/ I 

trained and pll 

insti net; behavl • 

acco ngto • 
dlffe ly. 
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reason. The human animal can become a human being. 

- Well and g~d, but why lay on guilt? We were talking about Yom Klppur. 

Sin measures potential • I cbn't sin. If I could act in any other wa,, morality would 

imply that I could not be other than I am, and that's a dismal thought. It's only when I cease 

to feel that I can change or grow that the world becomes a gray and hapless place. The sense of 
I 

sin forces me to consider the more I can cb and must do and will do; and It's that ncan" and 
J 

that "must" and that nwill" out of which progress, a better future and maturity, a better self, 

will be formed. Sin says I'm responsible and that's alwa,s an encouraging thought. 

- But sin is such a heavy thought. 

Not al I that heavy. When I leave the synagogue aRer the closlng service of Yom 

Kippur, I walk taller than I did the night before. As I confessed my sins I recognized I wasn't 

shackled to them. 

- But you never get out from under. 

We're hun,an, not models. I hope you have noticed that the Torah's speclal message 

focuses on growth not purity. Judaism Is a wa, to become a more competent human rather than 

a way to escape our humanity. 

- But what about gul It? 

What about It? As with all things In ltfe, there's healthy guilt, a plOddlng conscience, 

and morbid guilt, a grovelling In abfectn811. The fact that IOIN people can't handle responslblllty 

is no reason to deny the responslblllty of thaN who can. 

I couldn't resist closing the N1111on with a mini ........ Yom Klppur 111:1.on. In many ways 

the absence of a shong ~-- of moral ,11pomlblllty 11 the clcalc sin of our age. Everybody 

is more comfortable with cornpn,ml•. Ewrpocly .... to • his thlna. Nol,ody wants to be a 

whlstle-blower. Peopl c help NMe to t•tlfy to a crime. 

Contrast thl shoddy 

t befo you I 

II. 



Chapter 11 

TRUE AND ENDURING IS THY WORD 
- OR IS IT? 

- My father is an architect. As I grew up he beat Into my head the Nie that a bul I ding 

is only as stable as its foundations. A structure that Isn't solidly based will shift and ultimately 

collapse, which brings me to my Noah's Ark problem. How can I take serlously a Torah full 

of fairy stories even if they are dignifled by such an august tenn as myth? It was late on 

Sabbath afternoon and we had been talking about that momlng's Torah portion. 

- I was in a Bible class that you led last year. You described the Noah stosy as an 

Israelite redo of a classic Asian epic. If I remember correctly, In the orlglnal venlon the gods 

opened the flood gates because the noise of the city disturbed their siesta and the hero was 

saved because he is a favorite of a goddess; while In Genesis God decided to destroy manldnd 

because of the world's wickedness and Noah Is saved because he Is a good man. I was lmpre■ed 

by the way the lsrae lites tu med a conventional flood story Into a vehl cle for morality,, 

Judaism's special message; that we were not playthlngs of the gods but •1VGnfl of a dependable 

master. I no longer look on the Noah story as a fairy story, but I was unsettled by your casual 

statement that the Noah chapten represent an amalgam of two dlstlnd tracltlons. If I remember 

correctly, in one venlon the animals come two by two, In the other by ..wns. How can I 

take seriously a Torah which contains Inconsistent, ewn contradictory, mcterlals? Certalnly, 

an Inconsistent tradition can't cl m to be rewlallo.t. 

- There are nat only two Noah llorlel 
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God's Word in much the same w~ some people s~ nature Is God when what they! mean Is that 

God is the creative force behind or within al I that is. The text is not God's word so much as 

the creative force within that text. Just as God's glory Is refracted throug,h nature, but lies 

beyond and behind as well as within the natural order, so God's words lie beyond and behind 

the text as well as within. To use a rabbinic met.aphor, the received text is simply the outer 

garment of God's Word. 

- I'm not sure I understand. 

Among the interpretive rules or middot which the Talmudists applied to the Torah was one 

which stated that God had deliberately phrased the Torah using language ordinary people could 

understand, which is to say that the Torah's idiom and Imagery suggest but do not exhaust God's 
t 

- Give me an example. 

God does not speak, at least not In any wa, In which we do, but how else could the 

idea that the Torah contained God's wlll be communicated? In the ancient world escaped 
• 

slaves were hunted down ruthlessly lest other slaves be encouraged to n,n awa,. The lsraelltes 
( 

made good their escape. Obviously God had made this remalicable event poalble. Taken 

literally, the parting of the seas Is a colorful mlracle story; taken lrnaglnatlvely, the parting 
, 

of the seas Is a powerful metaphor of God's recleffifHw power. ~ God's Word, -It promlw· 

redemption yet to come. 

- I'm sttll not sure you'w ,.....,.__, .. ..,.-, qu11tlcM. The pn,blem 11 not the alfc and the 

animals or the Reed two net venfOIII of the IGHl8 story 
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God was met, let in, by various people at various times. A single prism reflects various colon 

depending on the angle of the light source and the placement of the viewer. Those who edited 

the Torah did not feel compelled to edit the reports of those various meetings Into a systematic 

truth. Their criteria was prophetic authenticity not editorial neatness. 

- Do you believe that the Torah is God-given? 

Let me answer your question with some . care. An academic col league enioys reading the 

Bible as literature: "the sweep is epic and the style classlc.11 He equates the Deuteronomlc 

historian with Horner as a master story teller, "but my God, to claim more Is absurd." He 

mocks the idea of the Torah as in any way dlvlnely Inspired. It contains an outdated science, 

a record of a six-day creation, and some patently unacceptable rules of conduct: the stoning of 

adulterers and the burning of witches." That's not the way I appn:,ach the Bible. 

A minister friend takes his history faooi the Bible. He gave money to an expedition 

which proposed to find the pieces of Noah's ark on ~unt Ararat, and he tells his congregation 

that the prophets' texts, God's words, foretel I a great war between Russia and this country. 

That's also not the way I read the Bible. 

The Torah contains exaggeration: a company of six hundred thousand ex-.laves could not 

have survived for forty days, much lea for fotty yean, In the barren waste of the Sinai. The 

Torah contains some ethically shabby material: Abrahaa11 pa11• off Sarah• his sister, fearing the 

Phcroah would covet her for his hcnrn and that his Hr. would be endangered • the unwanted 

husband; Jacob rips off his bcother'1 blallwlwht; Goel 11 pictured• hard1nl~ the hea.t of 

Phcroah when he was about to frN the 1IGW1 ID that He might aubfect Egypt to stlll more •wre 

punishment. And tn~ll'llble lagena: the 111111•111 ltlll ID the ..,_,.._ could complete the 

destruction of ana11111• ly ....... of -• a .W. portion on Friday ID no one would 

have to vlol ~NIii NII• • .,.. all ,.,.,_.. fl,11-bom. 

Why 
, ________ ., 

• .. 
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-Yet, this morning in services, a~er the Torah was read, you recited the line: "The 

Torah of the lord is perfect, reviving the soul.• Aren't you perpetuating a lie? 

It is a line from the Psalms, poetry. Perfection suggests enduring vltallty and that 

miraculous power to keep the waters refreshing. I give a talk each week on the Torah portion, 

and I'm constantly amazed at the relevance of the text to the modem condition. 

- I've heard sermons where the text was pretext. Isn't the Torah's supposed relevance a 
I 

form of self delusion? You find relevance because you are determined to flnd it. I doubt your 

Martian friend would find in the Torah what you flnd there. 

The Torah in a worship setting represents al I that ts insightful and redemptive in Jewish 

experience. It presents and represents our special and surprising m~e; and, more oft-en than 

not, its message revives the soul. 

- Isn't this vitality in the text all In our minds? Wouldn't he read It as you read Homer, 

as a Western classic whose ideas and literary forms provide an interesting view of Israelite 

religious ideas? Wouldn't he read the flood story as a legend about the end of the Ice Age 

which seeks to explain the origin of the rainbow rather than CII a profoundly slgnlftrmt me■age 

about God, moral obligation and the proper concern of rellglon? Mightn't he Rnd It a bit 

quaint that generations of Jews have been Inspired by these storl•? 

He would read as an outsider. The Jew reads as a participant oblerver. He would read 

only what he saw, a bare text. I read a text wha• ..,_., word and letter ha been examined, a 

text ful I of depth and dellghts. 

- Which man has put there. 

A dlsclple GlllaMI hl1 rabbi, •wa ..... II Goel?• Anclthe a.at• ....-.I: 'God 11 whe~-

of God's Word Word. y., .... to hcfw 
., with • 
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Their magic is a game. The Torah has proven Its capacity to revive the souls of a 

hundred generations. 

The image that comes to mind is the blue sky we see every day. The sky Is of God, 

blue, yet not blue; for blue is what our optical apparatus permits us to see. An animal sees 

the sky differently and so would a Martian. The sky is part of space, empty, yet RIied with 

energy; dimensioned, yet infinitely expanding. The Torah Is a text, words, yet filled with 

energy, dimensioned, yet infinitely expressive. 
l 

Philosophers as wel I as theologians acknowledge that there ts a wo~ld of appearances 

and a world that lies deeper, the "blue" sky and the endless ether. Monotheism did not emerge 

out of inte'l lectual analysis; as we have seen It ran counter to the science of the day; rather, 

someone, Moses or another, sensed the unity within; o~ put another and equally valld wa,, 

God al lowed His nature to be sensed and a mind was encouraged to break free of the condi­

tioning of pagan culture. The Five Books of Moses, Scripture, become Torah when Jews read 

them as Torah rather than as Bronze Age classics. To treat Scripture as no more than an ancient 

classic is to be unable to explain the vltal force which Inspired/Inspires mllllons. 

- Doesn't every religion rest on •evidence• of this kind? The Christia, suspends els­

belief about the Cruclflxlon. The Communist does the same with Mcali's description of the 

so-called sclentiflc laws of economic and polltlcal dwelopnent. 

Each community has ey• for Its me9'ag't and - In It lmlg~ which •cape the outsider, 

and mcw,y messages have value. I've not a11ued that Torah ,.....n11 a d1poslt of all huth. 

I've felt the mecleval piety ch found science• well a splrltual --- •n Torah. What I 

do argue Is that rellglons ....... be IININCI by ancl,,., 

that by this test, 

promises kept the J 

My favorite lmca:1• 

river me. 

I 
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- What about all those far-fetched sennons? 

Imagination can cony us awa,, but serious commentary on the text has directed Judaism's 

growth over the centuries. Science is to nature what commentary is to Scripture. Science seeks 

to discover and explain what the senses see but do not immecftately comprehend. Commentary 

seeks to find what a first reading cbes not suggest, and what Is most Impressive is that there Is 

always something else to find. 

The medieval rabbis sometimes described the Torah as the blueprint of the unlvene. They 

felt its text contained, not only the ideas which are apparent on the surface, but all hvth. Some 

said the Torah consisted only of names of God. Some described ft as black fire on white Are. 

Akiba was able to find surprising teachings In Moses' Torah because he and his colleagues 

insisted that the apparent meaning of a text was only a small part of Its Import; each word, 

each letter, even the wa, a I etter was formed suggested other trvths. 

-You, yourself, said the Torah Isn't a science text. Alclba and his friends found what 

wasn't there • 

And what was and what could not have been discovered In any other Wf1f. Aklba's 

seemingly contrived exegesis, renMNl\ber the Mldnah which describes~ shaking his head In 

disbelief over Aklba's method, newrthel created the functlonal and •lrltually significant 

fonns of rabbinic Judaism. Somehow the Torall11 ....... oc ... lUlllftf!IIR• lhelf In ...,..,rloUI Wfl/S, 

but so do many of the pn,IOUllaar truths about I • 1iiU111C Is a .... UI llut lllllltN taol. 

- For the f1 ti , you IOINIG Hice a MMII. 

No one should avl ~ ~• •--IY •--- 1 

we can no long acca• 

been revealed. 

un r 
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- That's poetry. 

I don't believe so. Shakespeare's line that there are more things on heaven and earth 

than in al I our philosophies turns out to be an accurate analysis as well as great poetry. Science 

has advanced to the point where it must speak of its conceptual limits. Our understanding of 

natural law must include the principle of indeterminacy, black holes in the unlvene, and rays 

that we have no way of accounting for. Man's consciousness cannot be fully predicted. There 

are good and valid reasons to suspend disbelief and to recognize that mystery underlies what 

we normally call reality, and that at times some part of this deeper reality breaks through and 

we see and understand what we had not recognized before. The ancients described this process 

as a form of speech, "And the Lord said unto Moses ••• 11 Some of us prefer less sense related 

terms, so we describe the sense of everything falling Into place which Is experienced when
1 

clarity replaces confusion. We talk of Insight or intuition. Whatever tenn we .choose, we 

refer to recognition of what has not before been known, a speclal and surprising message. For 

the Jew the miracle of awareness took place on stna_i and that awareness was collected In, and 

Is refracted by, the Torah. 

Unfortunately, many are conditioned by a mental set which NI• out revelatlon a priori • 

They assume that what they do not know slmply ha1 not yet been researched. There must be an 

explanation for everything. Actually this Is an oldwfmhloned and no longer cncltable Idea 

which was popularized during the early yean of the Enlightenment when thlnlcen were Intoxicated 

with the rate of discovery and Invention. TIM eighteenth cenluay still bellewd In the Iron laws 

of nature. Physt cal sci had not yet had to oon111111111 91W11nacy, the ----nee of 

probability and the a nee of ~"81•111 In IIIIUN, 1DC111• •••nlll the pow.rof the lnatlonal 

In human ltfe. Since au1111U1 meow - ~..,. ........ no Iola• ........ that equal 

causes plOduce .uu11I ernaa -• 111111111■ •-• e .... 1111111110 aaM of ncl. TIM truth 

ts that God --• ••• we will 

never know. 

Just 
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thoughts than your thoughts. Science describes, It does not explain. love, beauty, iustlce, 

creativity, revelation, cannot be fully examined in a laboratory. 

I read to them a paragraph from VI ctor WelsskopPs "The Frontien and Limits of Science~ 11 

"A Beethoven sonata is a natural phenomenon which can be analyzed physically. However, 

even if these processes are completely understood in scientiRc tenns, this kind of analysis 

does not touch what we consider relevant and essential in a Beethoven sonata - the immediate 

and direct expression of the music. In the same way one can understand a sunset or the stan in 
t ' 

the night sky in a scientitic way, but there Is something about experiencing these phenomena 

that lies beyond science." 

There is no reason today to deny mystery. Revelation Is not an I I luslon; Indeed, It plays 
I 

a role, perhaps the maior role, in scientific research. Research proceeds In two wa,s, by a 

' 
pi ling up of information and by revelatlon.. An lnexpltcable spartc brings Ideas together Into 

a possibility which surprises a researcher and which he sets out to prove. Something new has 

come into being. 

- Why not, then, asgue my grandfather's Wfl'/? He dismissed Blbllcal criticism as arrogance. 

The Torah is a mystery. God's words are sul-generls • The nounal n1I• of analyses do not apply. 

Your gre11dfather's bellef that the Ave 8aolcs of Moses, the Torah, were given In their 

present fonn to tloses by God Is untenable .and WCII not the faith of the lsraelltes during the 

Judaism's fonnatlve centurl•. It becan• an OlthodoJC dogma IOffletlme around the time of Ezra, 

seven hundred years after Mow. The Torah text da• not make the clalm th~ the whole text 

was given to and through Mow. G ....... , da• nat begin: •and the lord said UIJ'O Mos•.• In 

fact, nowhere In Genesis 11 the cl m made that th111 chapten en God's wonla. llalah and 

sacriflctal cult; "Who h of you to 111111mle Nt/ GDUlfl?• ■--ltlng at the wq leaat 

I al IIMll'llllll'lal f clal cult was In their 
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in Torah is enhanced when the text Is seen as a once-and-only revelation rather thcn as an 

inspired collection of inspired tracfftions. 

I am satisfied that research has shown what some late rnecfteval philosophers, particularly 

Spinoza, already suspected, that various oral traditions circulated In ancient Israel and that, 

over time, these were drawn together and edited and that, towards the middle of the tlrst 

mi llenia, the text we now call Torah was published~ 

-Then we're back to the Torah as literature. 

The Torah is both a composite manuscript and a consecrated mystery. Light provides a 

useful analogy. Light is both a wave and a cluster of active particles, and it tums out that it 
. 

is impossible for an obse1Ver to view or measure these two paopertles slmultcneously. I oftoen 

wonder if th~ rabbis recognized how apt their description of Torah as llght, Torah Orah, was. 

If you look at the text and see only the text, you wlll not sense the wisdom deep within. If 

you look at the Torah and see only the word of God, you wl 11 not see the seCl'l'IS, the edltlngs 

and the contradictions. My academic friend Is Wft>ng when he dlsmllMS Torah as no more then 

an anthology of Israelite myths, legends end laws. Your grandfather was wrc>11J when he els-
' i 

missed academic analysis. For a rnoderaht to appredate Torah, he nut be both patient scholar 

and committed Jew and recognize that he cannot be both at the IClffl8 time. 

Every week I handle two Torahs: a printed Hebrew text In which I haw noted In the 

margins the many textual suggestions and emendatlona .,....., by t.achen and my own reaclng; 

. 
and the Torah scroll which I wouldn't dn,am of IINllld~ up and fiOIII which I read• pcllt of a 

sacred rttual. I hendle the one text seriously, but unc11N10nlOU1ly. I make not.. I enae. 

I handle the other reverantly and ••ale a bl ng .._ and aftw which offen heCllffelt 

thcnks to God for 

P cl ly. lfll'IIIIIII 

nor I my body; 

• 
not God-Hice, 

--Ion. whldl Iowa 
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and is loved, which reiects selfishness and iniustlce, which pushes me to dlsclpltne my talents 

and to pufj them to good use, my soul or spirit, call it what you wlll, is of God. Those who 

crush divinity, either by abusing another or by being indifferent to the spirit, commit a horrible 

sin for they erase possibility, God, from life. I belteve that, iust as there Is something divine 

within every human being, though we are far from being divine creatures, so the Torah's text 

is not physically God's Word, but contains within it a wisdom and a compelling spirit which is 
I 

of God. 

-You didn't let me finish. I admit the Torah's functfonal value. Jewish history Is a 

history of unusual accomplishment and sensitivity; I agree that a Torah-based society has enhanced 
I 

spiritual growth, encouraged family life and sharpened the sense of human dignity and iustlce; 

but it still seems to me as if you're saying that a brilliant forgesy is, nevertheless, a great 

painting and should be hung beside Rembrandt and Da Vinci master works in a muse1M11. 

A forgery is a manufactured invention. The Torah began In a genuine meeting between 

Ntoses and God and was enlarged by the records of other meetings between God and our an­

cestors. They unde1stood and expressed themselv• within the ltmltatlon of their culture; iut' 

nothing was invented. 

Most of us carry an Image of revelatfon whl~ we owe 1811 to ccnful thought thca, to 

romantic literature and the movl• wheN a baa wlce com• out of the clouda • llght rlw In 

the background and no one Is left In OIi'/ claubt that 'this 11 Goel tallcl I C.cll I. Demille 

improving on the description of tnu1aaa1 

Exodus, accompanied the m.Dllftaw 

Early In h 

God speaks to 

Moriah, 

I 

• . "' .... 
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God put forth His hand and touched my mouth and said to me (Jeremiah), 'see I have put My 

words in your mouth~ •n 

- You're asking me to consider revelation as an experience which might occur to any 

concerned and sensitive person. I've never heard God. If someone were to say to me: nGod 

told me, 11 I would suggest medical help. 

Biblical man lived in an age which believed in prophecy and identified the awareness 

of new ideas with God's speech. We live in a secular age which no longer instinctively 
I 

identifies the rush of insight as God's speech; hence, anyone who hears God comes fmmedfately 

under suspicion • 

Revelation takes place all the time, though, and this ts Important, not all revelation 

is significant. The miracle of Sinai is not that it is a once and only revelation but that It 

produced the Torah • 

- I once went to a hillbilly church, The Church of Holy Prophecy, where people went 

into a trance and began to talk ecstatically. How can anyone believe In the messages which 

are little more than babblings? 

The Amos's and Micah's of the Blble were not babblen who spoke In an ecstatic trance. 

There were such seen in Blbll cal times, and the Blble cl~IINS them, lust CII you did, as 

babblers, "the prophet is meshugah. They w_.. as suspicious of the ESP world CII many of us 

are; but they knew better than to dlsml• out of hmd •Wt1lhl111 that purported to come "°"' 
areas of the mind which lie far below thaN wh1N comcloua thought talc• place. There were 

''true" prophets and fal • pn,phet1. A true ,.._. WCII one whole m1■qe mad■ sense. 
I 

God, man, lustlce 

fonn in tftelr ml 

to phl"Clle C fully 

• 

pol 

aatlon that ti-, laok the time 

llevlng that their 
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- I've never heard voices. 

We learn some things through step-by-step logl c, days of preparation and testing. We 

learn other
1 
things unexpectedly when an arc sparks between the active mind and the deeper 

J 

levels of reality. Often a scientist has a brain storm, or a poet's ear·or an artist's fife becomes 

aware of a subterranean stream of meaning which is always,there and which we rarely tap. I 

cal I such a quantum increase in understanding revelation, God dtscloslng part of what was 

hidden heretofore, and I suspect you've had some fonn of this experience. 

Two people meet. They treat each other as companions. They decide to work together , 

or simply to have some fun together and then, perhaps unexpectedly, they touch a deeper 

realify in each other. Companionship becomes friendship or love. The potential was always 

there, but it had not been exposed, a new reallty has emeaged and oft-en neither person really 

knows how it happened. 

Nonna I ly, we take the outdoors for granted. There ts grass to be cut and leav• to 

be raked. Then one day we walk out into the Reid and suddenly we sense a beauty, a power, 

the indwelling glory of nature. No one wlll see anythl~ happen to us, but IOfflethlng lm~rtant 

has occurred. Nature is no longer simply a resource to be used but a divine gift- which we feel 

compelled to protect from those who have not •nsed that •God Is In this place and I knew It 

not." 

When friendship becomes love, not lust but low, that, too, 11 a .. velatlon. When the 

burdened soul touches the life force, God, and Andi llrangth flowing Into his 10UI, that, too, 

is revelation. When the mind wrestl with the 1¥111 .. tlons of our llves and sudd■nly the pieces 

fall together and 19place ~~rwKNMII wlsdon, that, tao, 11 Nvelatlon. 

Wh ascme CIIICAINI,, _,. 11 God, he .. NnNI, God 11 wherwer men wlll 1.t 

let Goel I , and when this 

I II 

Sinai a mot ... • 



225 

The Torah, like the human, is created in God's image, but Is not God; It Is both a 

human and a divine book. Inspiration had to be coded In language and expressed In meaningful 

idiom. We hear what we are prepared to hear. The word had to be undentood by people of a 

particular culture and time. Beethoven wrote for the instruments then avallable and used 
J 

musical notations of early nineteenth-century Europe. If he had been Indian or Chinese, his 

talent would have been as great but his music would have taken on a quite different fonn. 

Those who heard God could only formulate their new undemanding in terms of their culture 

using familiar concepts and metaphors. 

-You talk like a mystic. 

Every serious religionist is, but I hope that mine Is not a mysticism which glorlfles the 

irrational. I believe in the divinity of Torah because It alone, of all the reltgtous works of 

antiquity, has evidenced a compel ling power, allve. The Babylonian version of the flood 

story was far better known in its day than the Noah venlon; but for more than two thousand 
I 

years, until archeologists chanced on the ancient library of Ugarlt, almost all trace of this 

once dominant lay buried in the ground. During all these years the Noah story was read 

regularly and seriously confronted by the synagogue. 

The miracle of Sinai is not that God spoke - revelation 11 not a unique phenomenon - but 

that a whole people were prepared to accept Mow' report of the meeting and that a rellglon 
J 

emerged. The ~rd was not lost but became the founding message of a dynamic rellglaus 

tradition. The tracltlon always uses two tenns for rewlatlon, •the giving of Torah• and "the 

acceptance of Torah." Sinai symbolizes God's p,oclamatlon and 1.,.1•1 app,oprlatlon. 

I believe In revelation. The,- have been times cllrlng serious cl1c:usslon that I 111ddenly 

recognized that what I or anotfler had d pr111nted an unexpected truth, not the truth of 

text books, common ·-------, or xperl ce, but an ulfflllClte and lrrecluclble truth. I bellew 

lsrae I nsed thl at n and ..,.. It II. 

I belt 
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special to Israel, but these binding moments stlll occur. The rabbinic tradition Insisted that long 
\ 

before Sinai God had revealed to Noah the tenns,of a covenant designed to regulate all human 

society. I have no trouble understanding that Christians and Musltms feel they possess a revealed 

message. Their thinkers, too, knew moments of sudden clarity, and for milllons the words they 

saw have been and are compelling. 

- But we're right, right? 

Every first-rate work of art is distinct from al I othen In fonn and character and, of 

course, in ~ubiect matter, yet, each piece Is high art. Life ts full of ideas which are seemingly 

contradictory, but nonetheless significant. Civlltzatlon, llke a well-constructed symf>hc?ny, 
\. 

contains many vital and imaginative messages. 

- Are you saying the New Testament and the Koran are• like the Torah, revelatton? 

I am saying that they and many other scriptures have been accepted by belleven as 

revelation: Lao Tzu's Meditations, Gautama's Lotus Sutra, Marx's Das Kapltal, Mao'~ Uttle 

Red Book • Each contained some spark of tNth, else It could not have struck the responsive 

chord it did. My problem begins when any rellglon clalms that Its message fully explains the 

mystery of life and excludes all other Insights. "'° revelatlon, and that Includes Torah, says It 

al I. 

- How can I choose between messages? 

Let me quote you the Torah's distinction between a hve and false pn,ph.t: •and should you 

ask yourselves, 'how can we know that the oracle (of the fal• pn,phet) WCII not apoken by the 

Lord?' If the prophet speaks In the nan• of the lord and the oracle cla • not come true, that 

oracle w not spoken by the lord, the .-,hat ha ultelH It -ly; do not stand In 

dread of him. 

shaped the II 

meanl 

.,.»ly, ,.,.. the Wonl pNJmatlcally. S.. how It ha 

d 
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have become a musty book on a shelf in a rare book libraty, but it lives and Inspires. I have 

no trouble deciding in favor of Torah. It's mine by birth. Its realtsm appeals to me as much 

as its hopefulness. I like what it's done to, and for, the Jewish people. Most of all, I have 

sensed God in the reading and in its meanings. 

- I haven't 

Have you let the Torah speak to you1 It was time for Havdalah, so I closed with a 

paragraph from The, Zohar. nThe Torah stories are only the garments of the Torah. Whoever 

imagines that the gannen~ is the Torah hersel,and not other than the Torah, may he expire and 

have no share in the World to Come. This is why David says: 'Open mine eyes that I may see 

wondrous things out of Thy Torah, 1 namely, that which is beneath the Torah's gannents. • 



Chapter 12 

IS MAN THE MESSIAH? 

- A sunny morning. That lazy hour before Sunday lunch when conversation turns 

naturally towards the philosophical. Someone spoke a bit condescendt~ly. Another chided: 

'don't put on airs, be yourself.' Another began to muse, about human nature. Strip GWflf all 

the overlay and what are we? 

- Human beings, mortals. 

- That says only that we are goi~ to die, three score yean and ten and al I that. The 

sixty-four dollar question remains: What are we like underneath? Are we angel or animal? 

Some philosophies take the view we're animals c:a,d that the overlay-of clvl lizatlon 

checks the excesses of the predator. Others Insist that the cn,elty we see In people is the result 

of social pressures rather than an Innate sadism and cague that we're Innately decent. 

- Who's right? 

Most philosophies and religions assume that the human being Is ca, unpredtctable c:a,d 
I,. 

undependable creature who needs to be kept In ltne. It Is not hard to see why. Serious hlstoty 

makes melancholy reading. War has been endemic. In every society the prlvlleged have 

oppressed the poor. Once In power, llberalon become oppreaon and refonnen seek special 

privileges. Disciples of Jesus prove their loyalty to the founder's Ideas by going on cn,sades, 

and disciples of Ghandt show their alleglance to non-..lstance by bullclng ca, alomlc arsenal. 

Again and again communltl• and leaden p,ove thenNlves shortsighted, foollsh, cowardly, 
I 

close-minded, greedy, preludl ced or wone. 

-You sound llke Thurber's ~oon of the llttle man cn,uched on a box saying to hlmself: 
J 

"People are no damn good.• 

I don't feel that way. I llve with a lot of fine p1aple, and I'm pNtty d1 cent myself. 
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Because of the evidence. 

- I suspect the hopeful view is more popular today. 

You're probably right. Increased prosperity has Increased our hopes and al lowed some 

to exhibit the kinder side of their nature. Man's innate decency is a relatively modem theme. 

The image of the noble soul perverted by the institutions of society was seriously put 

forward by a few philosophers in the eighteenth century, most notably RousseC1J, and became a 

popular thesis in the nineteenth century. They argued that the child Is an innocent and as 

proof they waxed eloquent about the noble savage whose spirit and soul had not been perverted 

by industrial society. 

Theie arguments have not held up. On closer examination the savage proved not so 
I 

noble and the infant not so innocent. Freud talks a good bit about infant sexuality and aggression; 

and anthropology has studied the darker sides of primitive life. 

It turns out that this phUosophy of man Is lea a result of new researc" thca, a reaction to 

the sense of possibility which surged tfuough the Wtst as the age of exploration and lndustri-

al i zation began to increase prosperity and so make poulble the breaking of long famlllar habits 

and patterns of life. 

- If I accept your definition of Communism GI a rellglon, then faith In mca,'s Innate 

decency is broadly held. Certalnly Marxism teaches that, GI clCIII bound lnstltutlo111 are replaced, 

the worker emerges stronger, nobler and purer. 

The worker in the Communist state, not only enfoys a better 10clety, but becomes, 

because of his experience with lust Institutions, more upright and great-hearted, In a word, 

better. Those romantic paintings of Soviet worken with their smllt~ unblemished faces, clear 
. 

eyes and strong bodl• present this vlslorv but, • the song go•, It ain't neceaarlly so. 

The unceasing achievement of modem techaology convinced ~ that slmllarly 

dramatic changes had, or would, take place In us. Education WCII the by; knowledge would 

teach us how to become more open-minded, clear-head1d a,d empath.etc, and the unlwnlty 



became for many the cathedral at whose altar they wonhlpped. But educaton were not able to 

prove that learning and character went hand In hand. Do you rernembe'r the teaching assistant 

from my Bhics class? So, the formula was changed slightly. Education would teach us how 

to organize healthier institutions; and they, in tum, would shape gentler and kinder people. 

Charles Dickens dramatized what many had noted, that there was more violence In a slum than 

a manor house. It was all)ued that the chi I~ Is bent out of shape and often dehumanized by class­

bound, coercive institutions wh~ch corrupt his spirit and ltmlt the unfolding emotlonal and 

psychological potential~ In an open, iust and sympathetic social environment, chlldren would ' 

develop naturally their innate decencies. Progress came to mean institutional refonns, and 

people began to experiment with new institutional models; New Hannony, the kibbutzim, 

urban communes, designed to create healthy and lovfng environments In ·which a new and 

gentler breed could grow~ 

I've .always suspected that a culture's assessment of human nature explains a great deal . 

about its religious perspective. Anned with this faith In man, humanism and Marxism constructed 

a new Messianism, in effect new reltgions whose basic theme was that man, not the Messiah, 

not God, would change the world for the better; and, In changing the world, he would change 

himself. They argued that the future depended on polltlcal and soclal reform and the mlracle 

of human potentiality rather than the mlracle of God's promise. The older rellglons had 

assumed a supernatural tna,sfouuatlon, "In the End of Days the llon shall sit down with the 

lamb and a little child shall lead them. Now, uni- man bullt It hlrnself, Utopia would 

never be butlt and, since no lndustrlal Utopia could last long gowrned by citizens gow,ned 

by self-interest, the humanist hope had to be that we would create a society which would allow 

us to recover the lost Innocence of our chllcllOOCI. 

-You've shlhd gsound. We l,egan talklng about human naluN cmd you've ral..ct the 

I of human capacity. 
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and the cynics. We have ego needs and could not survive without them; and we have an 
I 

innate capacity for empathy and love. A rough passage can harden the shel I and a lovlng 

experience can help us free our feelings and be more open, but we are, and will never cease 

to be, both animal and human. 

Here, as in so many areas, the Torah tradition has been wisely inconsistent. Some 

texts describe the human as little lower than the angels and othen dismiss him as little higher 
~ 

than a brute. A favorite rabblni c image describes human nature as comprised of polar energies, 
) 

one generous and loving, the other competitive and demanding; both innate and neither excisable. 
' . 

The human animal can grow into a human being, but never outglOW his animal nature. Studies 

of communitarian and utopian communities Indicate that shared pn>sperity and tn,e community 

do lessen the need to learn the competitive arts, but that these utopian environments do not 

resolve the contradiction of our emotional make-up. Anti-social and even criminal behavior 

exist in Paradise. The libido cannot be cut away. 

On Easter the Christian community celebrates the poulblllty of man becoming God. On 

Passover Jews celebrate the promise of freedom, the poaiblllty of creating social conditions in 
\ 

which man can become man. The Biblical metaphor Is the Image of Adam and Eve being human 

even in Paradise, committing the one forbidden sin and being driven out of Eden to live by the 

sweat of their brow and by developing the human t1ldll1 and dlsclpllw they pc11111,. 

- I'm havl111 trouble reading you. All week you've been emphasizing conditioning, but 

now you seem to question the Importance of envl....,.nt. 

predatory ski 111 I qu 11tlon II the thesis that ., 

prog 
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told each other, was that the refonns had not been radical enough. The human being was 

unregenerate because social conditions remained Inadequate. The more intransigent our nature 

came to appear, the more radical the changes utopl ans demanded. Perhaps_ the consummate 

tragedy of our age is that heightened expectations of human decency encouraged many to employ 

coercive measures to enforce their revolutionary programs so as to effect the desired trans-
\ 

fonnation. Mao's cultural revolution is the ultimate metaphor of this murderous parade. MIiiions 

were ki I led to save mankind and, despite formidable and fearsome efforts, there is llttle evidence 
I 

that the desired human transfonnation has or can occur. 

- You're not being particularly hopeful. 

Why raise false hopes. "Hope deferred makes the heart sick." 

Perfection is an attribute which can be ascribed only to God. Even when our Intentions 

are good1 we often do harm and we can never escape the llmltatlons of culture and ego. The 

Torah has few illusions; the thoughts of a man's heart are evll from his youth. None of the 

Biblical figures is given a sinless biography. Their virtue lay in their strvggle to become better 

than they were. None of us is a paragon of virtue and, hy as we can, we never completely 

master our ego and libldo. Judaism speaks openly of the llmltatlons of human nature, but never 

despairingly, of the posslblllty of splrltual c:nd moral gsowth. The name Israel signals polll-

bi lity. Jacob was called Israel ahr he wrestled the l0t1a night with an C111ael, his fean, and 

stood firm. It means "he who strvggled with powen clvlne.• 

The Torah tracltlon 11 reallstlc not -llllltlc. The ccwenarll Image CIIIUIMI we can 
I 

give a good accounting of llfll.ll'!.. • Al I I , IMt r..vrlte ■bllcal 19nn, sin, 

-
rather high aaMam .. I 111a1ner .... •• of III ewr CIChlew. 

Thi point 

done and t 
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interpret this to mean that the animal species are and remain what God Intended them to be, 

but man was le~ unfinished. We become what we w:ill ourselves to become. Physically, we 

grow like weeds, inevitably; but in terms of character we g1;0w by reflecting on our experiences, 
I 

by opening up our tenderer feelings and by force of will. 

- You make life seem an unremitting challenge. I thought Judaism believed a time 
\ 

would come when the struggle would be won, when "the lion and the lamb shall lie down 
I 

together." 

That's utopian imagery which looks to a time called the End of Days when God, pre­

sumedly, will create another world and people it with a breed who will possess "a new heart 

and a new spirit." Unti I then, the Bible suggests humans wll I continue to be both resolute and 

forgetful; spontaneous and calculating; selfless and selffsh. 

The Torah tradition assumes that the strengthening of 9laracter· ts possible, that moral 
I 

growth is possible, that the human animal can mature Into a human being. The covenant's 

emphasis on duty and obligation would be a pointless exercise If we lacked the abfllty to meet 
I 

the Torah's high: standards. What Torah does not postulate Is that we can fump out ~four skins 

and become angels. We face tests we rmnot fully master with feelings we do not completely 

control. No human being will ever be able to say: 'I am free of sin and of sinful thoughts.' 

The Torah tradition does not crown Its hetOeS with halos. 

We are not trapped In our lfmltatlo111, but neither en we ever free of them. Maturity, 

competence, sensitivity, character, are not ..y to achlaw and newr fully achlewd. The 

cha I lenge is unremitting and the reward I the ..... IINlf, not lh ~l.tlon. Mai• 11 not 

allowed to enter the Ptomlsed Land. 

the people to I 

-You' 

I want to 

also recognl 

• 

with the lcnowledle that he had led 

I 



234 

I spoke of accepting our limitations and of recognizing that there was no need to despair. 
\ - I 

There is growth; but it requires unremitting effort and self-cltscipline as well as faith. The 

struggle need not be a ioyless one. There can be ioy In work well done, in help offered and 

accepted; in a quiet meal or a walk out of doors. The Sabbath and most of our festivals are 

designed to provide a ioyous environment. 
l 

- I know very few happy people. 

The hope of a man-made Messianic Age sustained many 9C?Od people during the nineteenth 

and the early twentieth century, a period when the rate of knowledge, learning, invention and 

discovery was impressive. Machines, technology and medicine had begun to transform the 

world and to give apparent substance to old hopes, but belief in progress began to wear thin 

during the pointless carnage of the Rrst World War. Then came Httler, Mussolini and Stalin, 

and atomic reactors which could provide energy but also could destroy the human race. Con­

fidence in progress gave wa, to deep uncertal nty • 

World War II, the Holocaust, and Hiroshima forced mm,y to the unhappy conclusion 

that the future was no longer what it had once been. Our world lives In fear of machines of 
Bit by bit the Messlani c Age dlssolved before our ey•. 

mass destruction of its own devising/ Our machln• lighten our burdens and threaten our WI)' 

existence. Our assembly lines provide a flood of goods provided we rape the good ealth of 

its natural resources to feed man. Our medicine has become lethal • well as life-sustaining, 

creating a population exploslon which can deshoy us all. The~ of mall 10dety coarsen 
I 

every human activity. Winston Churchtll chose as the motto b the lalt wlume of his memoln: 

"How the great democracl• triumphed, and IO were able to ,..,.. the folll• which had 10 

nearly cost them their llfe. The futUN beCG111• 1984. Many no '°Ill IN history CII a chana of 

gray V rb - to ooc•• 

"ffne" or 
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from the same root as the French verb, "couper'1, to cut. In medieval times the noun, coupen , 

described a protracted, exhausting duel in which neither knight could gain the upper hand, a 

seemingly endless, debilitating struggle where neither protagonist had any real hope of victory. 

It suits us now. We are determine~ but resigne~ly so. We push on but without much eagerness, 

and I find this attitude the ultimate surrender. To be sure, stoic persistence, squaring our chins 

and rolling up our sleeves, is a commendable posture; but not a virtue. The test Is not whether 

we do our duty, but whether we do it with happy resolution. The Torah tradition speaks frequently 

of "the ioy of duty," simha shel mitzvah. Life's challenges are to be relished rather than endured. 

- Easier said than done. 

Not really once we accept the idea that happiness is a state of mind, the ioy of feeling 

in tune with our existence. 

Some time ago, I browsed in a book store. The table of non-fiction bestsellen was full 

of books on how to cope: how to cope with your maniage; how to cope with your divorce; 

how to cope with your children; how to cope with your parents; how to cope with youth; how 

to cope with age; how tol cope with wodq there was even a book on how to cope with leisure. 

As I looked at this vast array of copology, I wondered at the extent of clscouragement In our 
' 

society. Was llfe so emotionally dralnl~? Obviously not. Yet mca,y of us are deeply 

frustrated and clearly feel unfulfllled - that, by the WOif, WCII the word I noticed on many of 

the promotional blurbs on the book lack• - fulftllmant - an lrnpaalble tesm, but "here 11 the 

key to fultlllment, amDlut happl , loy at all tlw. 
, 

before have 

life", 

the, .... , .. that have gone 

-•• llfe or 11 It the •too goad 

...... to 
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Some time ago I picked up an Anglo-Jewish ioumal and noticed that Its New Year's 

editorial bore the headline, "5740, Can We Cope? 11 The writer proceeded to make a 11st of 

problems which beset the Jewish people and Israel. The first paragraph was about Soviet anti­

semitism and a recent Politburo decision to Ii mit Jewish emigration. Subsequent paragraphs 

dealt with the escalation of neo-Nazi violence in the Argentine, the dislocations which face the 

Jewish community in South Africa, the world-wide economic effects of the Arab boycott, the 
I 

high cost of Israel's defense and the stress that such expenditures place on the Israeli economy; 

the savagery of international terrorism directed against Israel, the shrillness of attacks within the 

United Nations against Israel, the sale of Americ;an supersonic iets and air-to-gaound missiles 

to Jordan and Saudi Arabia -- and on and on and on. In his last paragraph the ioumalist 

turned his attention to 5741 and asked his original question: "Can We Cope? n The answer, 

obviously, was yes; he intends to publish next year~ Y•, but how? The editor really had no 

other answer but the old piety, Am Yisrael Hai, the people of Israel lives. we have survived, 
I 

therefore, we wi II survive. 

- I know what you're going to say. Would thi, man have written the same article if he 

had not been a comfortable, public-school educated London Intellectual but his great-grandfather, 

an immigrant from Czarist Russia who had settled In the East End where he had survived as a 

poorly paid school teacher. 

You'll admit it's a good question. Would grNt-grandfall.,· haw been surprised by 

Soviet anti-semitlsm, or would he hCIY9 b1en updsed by and emphallzad the--, cltl•mhlp 

undencorecl the h 

teen hunchd ., ... 

Ir ......tcabl• 1a1el ancl eOOIIDIIIIC ,...,.., the fact that 

Woulcf hll ..-,.,,nmcffcflser have 



its borders? We take as a matter of coune what our great-grandparents hardly dared to dream 

of, and when the first cold winds blow we forget how blessed we really are. 
\ 

- Our problems are real. 

And frightening; but to quote Churchill again: 'We have nothing to fear, but fear 
I } 

itself;' I'm not suggesting playing the ostrich. 

What disturbs me is that you can cope, plod ahead with your eyes down only so long, 

and then the ioylessness of it all begins to wear you down. Some give up, pull away from 

community and responsibilities and seek work without challenge or stress. Othen swing to 

the other extreme and try to cultivate an indifference to possessions and to feelings. If 

they don't want too much or care too deeply, then they feel they'll protect themselves from 

frustration and hurt. 

The Greeks had a word for this attitude. Ascesls described the dellberate cuHlng bade 

of appetites and hopes which is adopted by those who want to escape the disappointment of 

caring and losing. Ascesis says I am not going to allow myself to wca,t desperately because I 

wi II only be frustrated since I can never have all I want. I won't let myself love fully or have 

children because I don't want to give over hostages to fortune. 

- Forgive me, but you sound a bit llke a snake oll salesman dispensing one of those 

up-beat philosophles which emphasize heady and hopeful stuff which satisfies our age's need for 

hope. 

I hope not. I can stll I remember the ml I lions who raad Norman Vincent Peale 11 The -
Power of Positive Thinking. Publlshen tell me a well-written 'If you only put your mind to It 

you can' book is an almost guaranteed best seller. I've newr tried. I'm not much taken with 

something called the human potential movement which CIIIUN that we go to school but .. 

taught only part of what w• need to know and •llght ta d•crlbe lmgely unuplored anal of 

personality and llng; ,....,_ Ilk• extr1111nao,y IMll'Gellllalll •'811011• them 111e11111 untapped 

potentlal and who propo• to 

llcl 
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a long-lived and creative people, the pleasure of discovering and using God-given talents, the 

ioy of being alive in God's world and of being convinced that we are doing work which would 

please Him. 

Jews were not of a mind to write off the four score yean. Sophocles summed up the 

despairing world view when he had a chorus chant: "Not to be born is, past all prizing, best, 

but, when a man ~as seen the light, this Is next best by far, that with all speed he should go 

to the place from whence he came •11 Contrast the Psalmist's enthusiasm: "Happy are we. How 

happy our lot. How pleasant our situation •11 Among the new ideas which Israel 1s prophets put 

forward was a Messianic vision of a good life In a Promised Land. The good earth, God's 

creation, was designed to support a decent social order. Jews were encouraged to flnd in 

themselves and in their world the real possibilities which are here. Life is brief and bruising, 

but there are hopes that do come tn.,e and the view is often breathtaking. Judaism despaired 

neither of man nor of life. There Is the ioy of service, slmha shel mltzvah; the ioy of love, 

uthe reioicing of bride and groom"; the ioy of being a person of quality, "happy is the man 

who has not followed the wa, of the sinner"; the ioy of the Sabbath. There was a requirement 

that the Jew say a biassing for each meal, each purchase, each day, each drink, on seeing a 

beautiful view or a beautiful woman, llterally number his ble■lngs. Happy occasions were not 

to be piled on top of each other, but separated and separately ICWOred. Among the H•lclm 

it was a mltzvah to banish sadness for It caused a "narrowl,.a of the spirit" and made It 

difficult for anyone to love God. 

• On Rosh Hcahonah w wish each othw a shcalClh tovah, a good year. We do not aalc 
--------· 

God for ioyl months spent dragging ounelva flo.n p,oblan to p,obleq wa en thlnkl~ of 

something far better. The liturgy l'HCII: •Our ra11 .. .-, our Kl111, grant to us a year of happlneu, • 

renew our day , flll them with foy. Joy 11 a IIIOOd, an OD11111Na to a■rtaln '-111111 which can 

.. -.11anc,of 

lnfe11cy d • .. ,,,. 11 ananae, 

- --·----- --- - - . ---- - - -
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flux, growth, and that It does not have conclusions, that what It has are moments, experiences, 

the now, and God, that these are, a~er all, enough. 
l 

- That's working kind of hard at being happy. 

Happiness is worth working at. It takes a good bit of iuclgment and effort to place 

yourself where life can be satisfying. Only a considered philosophy and a good bit of dlscipline 

wi II allow us to keep our appetities in bounds and so be satisfled with . what we have. I lo~e 

the old folk saying: If someone tells you he is making a living, 'but It wouldn't hurt If things 

were a little better;'ask him 'How do you know it wouldn't?' Only good Judgment and dlsclpllne 

can keep us on the high road where the pleasures are not artlflclal but those of true accomplish­

ment. Many who pursue happiness flee ioy. 

- Before I can relax and enioy, I've got to have hope. Give me some reason to hope. 

Israel. Despite Auschwitz and Arab annles detennlned to drive the Ylshuv Into the sea, 

Jews created a modem state on a despoiled and neglected land. Israel Is for us what the 

Phoenix was for the Greeks, a metaphor of the truth that clvlllzatlon rm rise from the ashes. 

- What if, God forbid, Israel should go under, what else do you have to offer? 

Our Torah's Messianic vision. 

- I don't believe in all that business about plough shares and ptvnlr., hooks. 

Neither do I, except as compel ling poetry. I'll answer you, but let me do It my way • 
. 

Rene Dubose writes a regular column In The American Scholar entitled •Despalrf 111 

Optimist." I love the title because I Identify with It. It suggelh that to stay hlMICIII we need to 

keep on working for a better world despite the 1U1plclon that we may be bullclng on qulcband. 

I approach the question of Israel-Arab peace In this •lrlt. I haw no INIOII ta belleve that a 

treaty between Israel and Egypt wlll brl~ peace to the Middle Eat. Ewn If tourllll Gl9 able 

to cross the corrmon border and some bllateral trade CIIINIMllft en wodcecl out, a treaty wlll 

not assure peace. Cruel polltlcal realltl and DC11II01■ w.1111lcl NII••• Gavarna.,.. aan change. 

Preiudtc can be lnwd. -- vi would II N of the bonier. 



240 

Treaties are pieces of paper which are scrapped when they are no longer of benefit to one of 

the pariies. Yet, a treaty would be a useful step. 

There is no reason for black despair and there Is no reason for fubllatlon. We are no 

longer in what business men cal I a •• can cb" posture where an employee assures his boss that 

he can meet any challenge that is set. We can try. We must try, but there are no guarantees. 

Many problems cannot now be resolved, and most solutions create unanticipated problems. 

The social sciences now talk of "tradeoffs11 which describe the costs which accompany any 

political and technical program we undertake. Change coal for oil and you may melt the Ice 

cap. Use nuclear fuel instead of oil and coal and you risk racloactlve contamination. 

Continue to use oil and the world wil I run out of energy. 

- Doesn't it bother you that there wl 11 never be a time when everyone wl 11 sit securely 

and none shall make him afraid? 

Not really. It would bother me more If there were no tasks to accompllsh. 

The original hope was of a time of peace without end when the gods would bring 

paradise to earth or man Into paradise. For centurf• we prayed for the coming of a Messiah, 

a scion of the House of David who, supported by God, would free JeN1Glem m,m foreign 

domination and bring peace, freedom, and fustlce Into our world. The Messianic dream was 

an understandable hope in an age which had no reason to belleve that man could, In fact, 

change history. A better world required God, therefore the Intensity of the hope Invested In 

the Messiah, but the Messiah never came. 

As science and Industry began to lncreGN man's NnN of his power to trwfonn his 
I 

situation, a secularized version of the Melllah-hope emeaged. Man we11 In cha,ge of change, 

and history was seen as a long progresa from the cave to clvlllzatlon. The gol~ wa n,ugh at 
I 

times and exhausting, but movement was generally upward, and IOffNt day humanity would 

I 

It dldn 't happen that W"f. The mont we cllmbecl, the further the top receded. We began 

------- -- - --
---- - ~ ·-~--.. - ·---~·~· 
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" 
to realize there is no top. There is only the climb. The Messianic Age ts a compelling Idea, 

but an idea we mustn't take too literally. 
I 

- What's le~? 

Duty and possibility. We cannot transform the world, but we can Increase the yield 

of grain per acre, find new sources of power and lengthen th, ltfe span. There are new things -
under the sun. We cannot destroy the animal in us but we can refine our spirits, discipline 

our emotions, and develop our minds. With love, practice and wisdom we can, and do, grow. 
I 

If we cannot be part of the conclusion, we can ioin the expedition. As mountain climbers know, 
~ 

the climb to the base camp is exciting and the view exhilarating. 

Let me te 11 you a tale by Israel's premier folklorist, S. Y. Agnon. A farmer herded 

goats. An old buck developed the habit of wandering off. Whenever he returned his coat was 

glossy and he looked younger. The goat's wanderings fascinated the farmer and one day he 

told his son to trail ths animal. The boy followed the goat across the valley, up a mountain 

slope, deep into a cave, and through a narrow slit In the cave's wall and Into Paraclse. WIiie 

the goat grazed in these idyllic sunoundlngs the boy looked about. He was dazzled and re­

solved to return home and bring back his father. Why fai11, when Paradise Is within a day's 

walk? He retumed to the slit In the rock but the flaunt was constructed In such a Wf11. that 

he could not wriggle thn>11gh. So he wrote a note d•crlblng his Rnd and lnshvdl~ his father 

to follow the goat. He tied It to the anlmal's hom, confl•nt that as before the anlmal would 

return to the flock. It did, but when the fGI 11•, saw the goat Nturnlng alone he cursed It as 

a devil and kl lled It with a sing le blow. Only then he noticed the note tied to Its hom. 

Paradise 11 not for the Ilk of"'• C., you .,_.n• younelf against llln• or IUdden 

,accident or th unceltaln polltlcs of the woricl'I C.. you..,..,.. famlly ,.1at1onahlp1 against 

llwa when _. oan 11111 • 1 have It made 
l 

and I can k It 

Wh 
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of peace without end. There will never be an age without social and political ptoblems. Our 

children and their children wil I know unexpected tragedy and face the contradictions of their 

natureso We are mortal, there will be death. We are fragile, there will be illness. We are 

inconstant, there will be treachery, disappointment, and violence. Some will have less, 

others more. Some wi II want, others wi II take. The world wtl I never be endlessly calm and 

secure. Adam and Eve were locked out of Eden. 

- You're not offering me as much as the competition. Marxism is full of hope; they 

insist that there are iron laws to history and that the dictatonhip of the ptoletariat Is Inevitable 

as is the falling away of the coercive nature of government. 

I can't offer you what I don't believe in. Marxism's simple-minded Messianism is its 

maior appeal. The problem is that a~er the Czar you end up with Stalin. I think it was 

George Bernard Shaw who said that revolution never lightens the burden of tyranny, it merely 

shifts it from one shoulder to another. 

- I'm not sure I agree with you and I know I don't want to. Aren't you contrlbuti~ to 

the mood of ioylessness you criticize? If you don't belleve in a penonal Me•lah or In a 

Messianic ~e, what do you believe in? 

I' 11 say it again. I believe that It Is poalble to llve rneanlngfully e11d foyoU1ly In a 
I 

world without conclusion. Living itself 11 a foy, particularly If you convnlt younelf to high 

ideals and grand values. There Is foy, 11 theN not, In the wodc we do when that wodc Is worth 

the doing; in love and in frfendahlp when those w• love arw open to Ufl when we glw ounelves 

over to experiences whl ch 

fee Ii ngs? 'Wherever we 

gnlffcanr to us, which touch our 10UI and lnaplre our .. ,,.. 

, ....,. .. ver be our concltlon In Ille, It 11 poalble, 11 It not, to 

pend our energl• usefully e11d to know that we wlll lcnow a c■rtaln r.otlon .... ow • ...., 

and to give oneself over to frlannmlp 

and anger there wl 11 be mome of I 



243 

betterment. Like the children of Israel in the wilderness, I bell eve none of us wll I ever reach 

the Promised Land, but I know that there is ioy in being with those who are trying and who care. 

There is work worth doing, challenges worthy of us, and there can be dellclous moments 

along the Wa+f. Whenever we do something for another selflessly; Involve ounelves with some 

social undertaking that is not self-serving; give of ourselves In a moment of need; allgn ounelves 

with a useful cause; at that moment we are on the Messianic iourney moving llke our fathers 

toward a Promised Land. 

Some years ago I met a man who had worked for ff ~een years on a research proiect in 

physics. He had not been able to solve the problem. We talked. I remember saying to him: 

"You must be terribly disappointed." I have never forgotten his c:nswer. "Yes, at times, but 

not as much as I thought I would be. You know, every lead that I pursued wlll save someone 

else from turning into a dead end. I've helped. I wlll not win the Nobel Prize, but I have 

helped. Most mornings I enioyed going to the laboratory. There was an excitement to what I 

was doing • I knew it was wolfh the doing •11 We do not have to succeed to know t .. fay of 

moments when we know that the pattern of our llfe Is good, that we love and are loved, and that 

we are among those who are bulldlng clvlllzatlon. The Torah tradition llfts up the Joy of 

being on a worthwhile wa, and teaches us thraugh the rellglous llfe how to ICM)r the Joys of 

the road. 



Chapter 13 

THE PROMISE OF LAND 

The morning paper was ful I of another General Assembly debate over Jen,salem and the 

West Bank which, as so often, was not a debate on the merits of Israel's poltcles but a well­

rehearsed diatribe; not unexpectedly, the tint question had to do with Zionism. 

- My non-Jewish roommates say religion should have nothing to do with real estate. 

They wonder why Jews are so emotionally tied to a piece of land. 

What did you tell them? 

- That our history began there. 

What did they say? 

- That their history began there, too. 

Actually our past begins in Syria, Abraham's home, not Canaan. Eveay one of the 

patriarchs spent part of his life outside Canaan, and Moses never set foot on Its IOII. Israel's 

importance to Jews is religious rather than hlstorlcal. Zion Is all tied up with the spedal 

messianism of the Jewish tradition; It Is the Promised Land. -
- I love the sense of antiquity • 

So do I, but there are many ruins In our world, 10me far older and grander than any In 

Israel. It's not the ruins. David conquered Jerusalem c:11d made It Israel 11 capital. The Nina of 

David's city are stll I there, a mass of rubble south of the walls of the Old City. Hardly anyone 

visits David's wal Is; yet we are drawn llke drones to the Western Wall - a much later lhvcture, 

but one associated with The Temple, God, the fffl)ffllse. 

-What promise? 

Redemption. Every element In Judaism's special and uprising m1■cve related redemp­

tion to this place. The Mealah wlll Nie here. Resurrection wlll tab place heN. A 10Wrelgn 
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Israel in its land is the first step in the drama of redemption. 

- You certainly don't take these ideas literally. 

No, but I recognize that they color all Jewish thought and are expressed in every wonhlp 

service, "Rebuild Jerusalem quickly in our day." Israel is In a Jew's soul, and this emphasis 

on place tel Is us a good bit about Judaism's attitude toward the future. 

If a religion despairs of this life and focuses on the ioys of the next, its promise wlll 

not include a Promised Land theme. Christ insisted: 11 My Kingdom is not of this 'NOrld." Gautama 

taught his fol lowers not to put down roots, for those who care about possessions or place wll I 

not achieve Nirvana. But, if your tradition affirms the possiblllty of a sound sodety here and 

now, that community has to be located someplace and place becomes a theme of consequence In 

that religion's message. For Israel to become a kingdom of priests and a holy nation, there must 

be a country where schools can be established, synagogues dedt cated, fanns tll led, cities 

established in iustice. 

It is a measure of Judaism's optimism that so many myths center on place. God commanded 

Abraham to go to the land .. that I will show you. 11 ~ was ordered to lead the slav• to a 

Promised Land. Deutro-lsaiah brought God's proml•, promlsl~ to make a wa, In the de•rt 

for those exiled to Babylon along which they could retum to Jerusalem. Other worldly them• 

were added to Israel's hope -- promises of lmrnortallty, resurrection and the World to a.me, one 

nice thing about dreams Is that they are open-ended - but Jews newr let go of the earthly 

promise and, consequently, despite serious and repeated buff.tings, newr despal..d of this world. 

To others the world might be a vale of teen or a place of unrewardl111 trlal. Jews neither denied 

the tears nor the trlal, but theln was always the confidence that Goel would red11m alNI that 

redemption would take the fonn of a •Zion Nd1emed In IUllfce.• 

- Why doesn't Christi lty ....,. a II focul on land In Ill teaahlnga? 

Christianity WC11 th ~•1811 of ...... _._. ~ - ~ ... wa ... I'll to 



an end, that the Kingdom of God was at hand and that God's new world would be a different 

kind of place. The early Christians left the Promised Land for the WIiderness and the Diaspora. 

Their preparations were directed tow,ards the End of the World not the buildtng of God's Kingdom 

here and now o Over the years, Christianity developed myths of places. The Puritans left 

England to find a place where they could build the city on the hill, but these earthbound themes 

developed late and in scattered places, so there was never any agreement on a particular Zion. 

- Promised Land talk sounds iust a bit romantic. I thought the Blblical myth was that 

God had locked the Gates of Eden so that we would have to move about In the real world. Isn't 

the Promised Land myth simply a proiectlon of a chlldlsh hope to be back In Eden? 

For the Israelites the crossing of the Jordan was not entry into Paradise, but the begin­

ning of centuries of hard work as they attempted to conquer the Promised Land, protect It f-rom 

enemies, enhance its cities, and secure Its fertlllty. There Is nothing In the founding myth 

which promises ease in Zion. 

The beauty of Zion was often described in enthusiastic tenns, "a pleasant land;• "a lcaid 

flowing with milk and honey.•• Jeremiah says, "the goodllest heritage of the nation." But Zion 

was not Eden where everything one needs Is available for the caking. Zion 111ubf ect to drought, 
J 

locusts and invasion, all the natural and lntematlonal catastn,phes which can afflict a country. 

It took a Ii fetime of wandering for the Israelites lust to reach the PftNIIINd Land ca,d th1We more 

centuries of struggle to subdue and overcome the Canaanites and the Phlllstlw. The land 11 a 

hard and unyieldlng place; home, but not a fahy land: cultivable, but not fflClllcally fertile. 

- This week you've talked a lot about the contradldlon within huma, penonallty md the 

fact that most problems have no solutlonl. I buy that. M the Pn:Mnlsecl Lcmd th.ls IN98ah that 

our wanderings do end. 

did not bel 

• 

lltl• begin. The Pao.al_. Lcmd 

on11n■ ........ The land waa 

4•a■nclants • 
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If they proved irresponsible tenants, God might some day decide to take It back from them. 

Indeed, early in our history, Israel was ~toe driven off the land, tlnt by the Babylonians and 

then the Romans; and the prophets told their people that defeat and exf le were the result of the 

nation's faithlessness to the covenant. Sovereignty is never uncondltlonal. The struggle goes 

Ono 

The national home was looked upon as private pn,perty, God's: "The land Is Mine" 

{Levo 25:23) o God chose Israel to live there, to fann It and secure its cities. The tribes paid 

God rent in the fonn of tithes. God's Word, the Torah, pn,vlded His tenants careful and detailed 

instructions as to the rules of cultivation, conservation, and community organization. The lca,d 

was to lie fallow each seventh year. Trees were not to be cut down for the balterlng rams and 

scaling ladders required to besiege an enemy town. No fleld was to be planted with mixed 

seeds. Each city was to organize a system of courts and provide welfare support to Its poor. The 

Torah re qui red that boundary stones were to be raised and respected; but these establlshed 

only conditional title. God had allotted the land among the Twelve Tribes and each Jubllee 

Year, every fi~ieth year, the land was to revel'.I' to Its orlglnal GDlgnee. Those who toUght to 

enlarge their holdings violated the spirit of God's homestead program, "Woe unto them who 

add field to Reid." Monopolists were punished, not only for the rmwnon sin of greed, but for 

the covenant sin of disobedience. Vlolatlon of the terms of the cownant, trca•late lnclfference 

to the responsfbllitfes of 10cfal fustlce, would cancel the lw. 

In Jewish thought, sovereignty and soclal ,-sponalblllty en lnextrlcably paired. 

For the Zionists of our times plonHrlng In the Ylshwwa not simply a badc-btwaklng 

effort, and physlcal labor only part of the challange. Thay la1MY that Zion 11 to be built In 

iustice. Theodor Herzl's utopian nowl, The Olcl-Naw Land, d11Cltbes a modal 10clety, clC111-
1 

le and free, baaed on a cul-- of the h1t111 .. Older. 

-lspentay • I 



unwanted Jews welcomed into citizenship, the piety and mysticism of The Wal I; but I felt 

Israel's psychological impact particularly in tenns of my Jewish Identity. I've never quite been 
) 

able to put it into words. It had something to do with there being a Jewish State. Ambassadors 

and matters of high policy. It had something to do with being tied to Jews who had roots. 

The settled, not nomads, build civilization. The Hebrews were among the landless of 

the world and the overlooked. The Israelites were of the land and so able to bulld a conse­

quential record. Land is not only the most precious of possessions but, psychologlcally, perhaps 

the most necessary. The wanderer leaves no mark of his passing. The fauner plants trees for his 

grandchildren, and the city dweller bullds llbraries and museums for his. , 

- I've been to The Wall and worked on a kibbutz. And I appreciate that retum to the 

land has meant an end to living on somebody else's turf and tolerance; what I don't unclentand 

is why the world seems not to understand. I was shocked out of my skin when a frl end found I 

was a Zionist and said almost carelessly, 'I never thought of you as a racist.' 

He had pi eked up a scrap of the big I le which the Arab and Soviet blocs repeat end­

lessly and have even managed to dress up as ofR cf al wisdom thn,ugh their automatic maforltl• 

' 
at the United Nations. When, In 1971, the General Allembly of the United Nations ,m11ed a 

I , 

resolution condemning Zionism •as a fonn of racism and of raclal dlscrlmlr,atlon, • the wt. was 

condemned as outrageous by the United States government; and outrageous It was, a tribute to 

the power of oll; to old-fashioned antl-mltlsnv to lcnee-ferlclng antl-Amerlcanllm. and to 

ignorance. Repeat an Idea often enough and It galna curra,c:y. 

- How do you deflne Zlonlsm'l 

- Zionism 11 a llberatlon ..,,MIii_, 1VG111a11 on the .....a of the P.oal_. Land • • 

national home for the J 
, 

- L,be 
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reiect the image of life as a hapless burden, with all blessings reserved for'some llfe to come. 

On Passover we end the Seder with the hope: 11next year In Jerusalem. 11 Jews sanctify this 

connection of land and covenant, not simply out of dogged piety, but because it has always 

expressed our understanding of redemption. Redemption is posslble In the here and now as wel I 

as in the World to Come. 

God's initial summons to a Jew, to Abraham, required him to leave Ur of the Chaldees 

for a new land; Abraham was told simP,ly: 11Go to the land that I wlll show you, Cl'ld be a bless­

ing o 
II Once .~raham had settled in that land, CCl'laan, G_od made a covenant with him. In 

return for his pledge of obedience God promised A>raham that this land "wlll be youn, and your 

seed forever. 11 

Later, at the Burning Bush, God placed two obllgatlons upon ~, to bring the 

children of Israel out of Egypt and to lead the tribes to the Promised Land. When the tribes of 

Israel affinned God's Word at Sinai, they accepted the bonds of a covenant relatfonshlp 

inextricably bound up with the land. God wamed: •If you agree and give heed, you wlll eat 

the good things of the earth; but, if you refuse and disobey, you wlll be devoured by the sword.• 

Biblical prophecy is best explalned as an Interpretation of Jewish hlstoty which elaborates a 

single insight: that the fate of the nation la not detennlned by orclnary conalderatlons of polltlcal 

power, but by the quallty of national obedience to the cownant 19gulatlons. The prophets 

interpreted the sue ve ...... 1n which ber.11 .._I and Judah • God's doing, ,_,lh of the 

nation's ns. Land I 

to or allaftll!~_,. ..... G • 

thtnkl , eJCDeCIINI ..... ... -~. 
lloth aout1 ltlon 

dth a that 
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galut, both physical displacement and a state of allenatlon fn,m God. To travel to the Holy 

Land is aliyah, a going up; and to leave the land Is yerldah, a going down. Jews felt closer 

to God in the land than any place else. 

- That's irrational. 

That's the power of myth. 

- If the Jew prayed every day for a Jewish State, why didn't Jews before Herzl do 

something about it? 

In the Biblical view, state building was God's work. The prophets' Zionism consisted 

of a preaching mission summoning Jews to repentance and righteousness. God would reward a 

repentant Israel with land, security and peace. Traditlonal messianism remained, by and large 

as it began, pious and politically passive. 

- I don't I ike to think of Jews as passive • 

They weren't always. Chanukah celebrates a successful struggle for sovereignty and 

Masada an unsuccessful one. Israel's passivity was part piety and part cold calculatlon. Generally 

the simple trvth was that there was nothing else a few Jews could do. 

So, they prayed and obeyed God's lnshvctlons. During every centusy since the deat1uc­

tion of the Temple in the first century, the pious went up to J.,,.lem lo offw pnayen In the 

Holy City asking God to hasten Israel's return to Zion, for reda•lon. The ..... val Awlel 

Zion, or tloumen for Zion, bellewd that by offerf111 dewtlon •• the T--,le Mount and barf~ 

their misery they uld move God to speed the caml111 of the M1■lah. Chlldren • a people 

innured to polltlcal Impotence, wha1e faith, bll I faith, IM1119G that Goel we11 In full control 

of history, tt did not occur to...__...,.__, ,.. ..... -----... 1~iNN11-NOn by _,,Ing and 

cu lti vati ng land and o,ganlzana 

M>demz ...... ,_ 

prayers were not enouan. 

the modem 
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physical basis of the nation's rebirth. /.Aodem political Zionism, like the social gospel of , 

contemporary Christianity, represents a vision of man as partner with God In the wolf< of 

creation. 

During that 19n General >ssembly debate, an Arab dlplomat, Abd-allah al-Sayegh, 

informed the world body that Arabs have no quarrel with Judaism. Arabs, he said, applaud 

Judaism, but Zionism is a bastardization of that tradition. His plOOf? The existence of oppo­

sition to Zionism among Jews. Al-Sayegh claimed that the Zionism as Racism resolutlon slmply 

repeated what "Jewish intellectuals" had said. Al-Sayegh spoke wl~ a forked tongue, but he 

was right to this extent: during the nineteenth century significant numbers of orthodox Jews, 

still caught up in the medieval hope that God would bring the Messiah and recreate the Jewish 

State on His own, in His time, opposed practical Zionism. Such pious folk looked on practical 

programs of renewal of Palestine as either blasphemous or pointless. It was blasphemy to force 

an end to the Exile since such activity suggested that Israel no longer hvsted God; and, since 

such blasphemy was a sin, whatever the ploneen accomplished would only delay the long-awaited 

redemption. 

- That's no longer the matnltne oilhodox position today. 

It hasn't been for a long time. As the poalblllty of establlshlna a national home by 

political means emerged as a reallstlc poalblllty, the VCllt maJorfty of tradltlonal Jews Joined 
I 

the Zionist movement. Nor did they hGYe to abandon fundamental doctrine In Older to do so. 
n 

A theological rationale ......,pnwlded, by men Ilk• Yehuclah Alkalal and Zvl HIIICh Kallsch•, 

It i.mpll changing 

Initiative 

God will 

to 

nl ng by making It 
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- That's interesting. I had thought most opposition to Zionism came from asslmllated 

Jewso 

Being assimilated, these were the people who had access to publlc platforms and the · 

general presso The events of our centuay have exposed the tragic inaccuracy of their politlcal 

iudgments, but their position must at least be undentood. 

Many of the newly enfranchised Jews of the West half belteved that the Messianic times 

were at hand. The once-excluded were now citizens. Isaac Mfl/er Wise, the energetic 

organizer of Reform Judaism in the United States, said at various times: "In the nineteenth 

century civilization began;" 11 In a matter of a few yean unlvenal peace wll I reign;" "The old 

ban-iers between people are coming down." I do not pick out Isaac Mfl/er Wise to pllloay or 

parody him; his voice picked up what was belr~ said by hundreds of Jews who suddenly found 

themselves in a world ful I of dazzling freedoms and posslbllltl•, sensed the vastness of the 

che119es which had come on Jewish life, and could not believe that the liberal refonns basic 

to their brave new world would not fulflll their pn>ml•. In their eyes It was , time for men of 

progressive attitudes to cooperate, not separate. They could not Imagine Jews leaving the 

golden streets of New York or Chicago for the barren wastes of a backwater pR>vlnce of the 
I 

Turkish empire. They belteved In a unlvenal brothemood of men of good wlf I. All natlonallsms 

seemed anachronlstl c. Why enact fenc•? Wry take Jaws out of that community? They had 

iust escaped Fn,m a Jtat• of their own, the ghetto. Why C1Nle a new Jewhh State? . 

Zionism grew GIIOng thoae Jaws who Wll1IMCI the Bal .. aulCllfty of Jawllh ur., wha• platy 

was not passive and whose pollffoal Juaa1111e1• 

read his history 

soon become polltlcal 

another century, a ti 

emancipated t J 

DOUIIIINIII Jew of the Wat 

,.. .... Rewlutlons waulcl 

--ffl oenlUly. ,_ 

ofG-• 
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Congress of Vienna. In the universities new and exciting Ideas were taught, lncludlng, In some 
J 

pJaces, new theories of anti-semitism based upon pseudo-sclentltlc theories of race. Politlcal 

anti-semitism diminished in some places and grew in others. By the end of the century, Vienna, 

perhaps the most cultured city cl the age, was governed by a councll dominated by The Anti­

Semitic Party, and which had only one plank in Its platfonn, "to deprive the Jews of control of 

the city." Rightist parties throughout Europe popularized the theme that Jewish attitudes 

popularized by Jewish writers and artists introduced c:osmopolltan Ideas which would subvert the 

native purity and idealism of Germany or Austria or Poland or France. Zionists saw, not less 

hate, but more. According to their analysts, the European Jew was In a Catch-22 situation: If 

he advanced politically and socially, he incited envy, and the envious used anti-semitism to 

eliminate competition; If he failed to Westernize and remained an outcast, he was vllltled as 

alien, a fossi I, an anachronism. 

- It's amazing how often we see only what we want to see. 

I keep telling you religion Is powerful stuff. 

-You're saying that Zionism was a pt0gram for Jews who did not belleve that we had 

entered the Messi anl c Age. 

Zionism is a p,ogram for action In an unredeemed world. Theodor Herzl was sent to 

Paris, the cradle of liberty, by an Ausho-Hungarlan n8Wlf)CIFer to cover that capltal11 theatre. 
I • 

His assignment happened to coincide with the Dreyfus Trlal. The Jaw, Drayful, an an,ay captain, 

was convicted of trealOfl on hvfflped-up chcq• IIICIIMCldulN by a powerful Mllltaly cllque, 

eager to Rnd a sc.-aoat for their own -• Th lhow trlal to ,-we that France's 

defeat by P a In the 1870 not Jews' • Herzl wa1 shoclcecl by 

fNIICI .... , -rdll,W 

down the Champs El·wa•. 

antl-Chrl • 

venom had I , 



He came to feel that Jewish life would be crippled as long as ft depended on Europe's diseased 

political environment. Jews had to have a home of their own because Europe would never 
I 

provide them security. Herzl did not foresee Mein Kampf or Dachau; but he and his fellow 

Zionists attacked the naivete of those Jews who .believed that It was the dawn of a Messlanf c 
. 

ti me • Herz I urged Jews to act: 11 ,{People can be helped only by Its own efforts, and If It cannot 

help itself it is beyond succor." The action required was to butld a state. 

- I'm not much for nationalism. People should be loyal to humanity, not govemmenh. 

Perhaps that will happen when the Messiah comes. Untll then loyaltles wlll be directed 

to the groups of which we feel a part. Statehood is not an end, but it's an Important step 

beyond rootlessness. 

There are religions and religions, and states and states. The Jewish vision of state, Zion, 

is heavily value laden. For Jews, state is an ethical as well as a polltlcal tenn. 

When the Zionists looked at the Jews of the ghettos and of Eastern Eun,pe, they saw In 

the Pale of Settlement what sensitive observen have recently taught us to •e In the ghettos of 

American cities: men and women bn,tallzed by a cruel and lmpqverlshed envhonment and by 

experiences which have rendered them nearly Incapable of fulfllllng their potentlal as human 

beings. Europe's diseased and racist polltlcal environment had taken Its toll of the Jews. Many 

Western Jews were so uncertain of their roots and place that all they wanted was to put Jewish­

ness behind and wen RIied with that most conaslw of pollOIII, •If hat.. The Zionists did not 
. 

try to hide the unfortunate characteristics of the huddled 111111•• Y•, many Jews weN far tao 

shrewcfw and many of them were Idle, newr havlrv been able to earn a llvlng; many of th1111 

cringed when a muzlk walked by; and there was MUch In their hoae and civic Hr. which WGI 

not pretty. Zionism WCII a program - the rehabllltatlon and .. ritual wwal mr the Jew: 

Hebrew Instead of Ylddllh; lls wltfl the hoe and spacle a well• the P•" NW 11tle moct.11, the 

books. Untl,I the cond World W IIIDlrof 
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in Europe, not in Palestine. It was spent to purchase fanns where young Jews could learn the 

ski I ls of a modem society, to establish community centers where young Jews could express the 

Jewish spirit in a modem context. The Zionists saw the Jew as he was and the Jew as he might 

be. Jewish life had to be strengthened in Israel and out: llZlonlsm is a return to the Jewish fold 

even before it becomes a return to the Jewish land •11 

Statehood was critical because, until the Jew had a place he could call his own, a 

national home where he would alway, be welcome, where his spirit could unfold naturally, his 

spirit would remain to some degree constrained and his political situation precarious. Every 

program of human renewal espoused by thoughtful men of the c:1ge_was espoused by one or another 

Zionist for the renewal of the Jewish nation. Tolstoy told his Russlcns to go back to the land and, 
. . 

with honest labor, sweat the comJption of the city out of their souls. Zionists like A. D. Gordon 

said to the Jew: "Labor is our cure. Centuries ago you were driven off the land. Ufe In the 

crowded cities has com,pted the Jewish soul. Let us go back to the land. Work with our hands • 
. 

The poisons of the ghetto will be leached out of our bodies by our dally labon under the sun. 

You wi 11 find your back straightening, your mind cl earing." Socialist Zionists suggested 

programs to end all class divisions. Ben Zvl, Borochov and others wrote of true community, of 

an end to privilege, of the socialism of the kibbutz, of ming labor and benefits. 

- What's Jewish in al I this? lensltlzed by ou111• Influences, th- thlnlce11 looked tor 

reflexes of Tolstoy or Marx In Torah and, CII legl of OOIIIINlltalon before the■, faund under­

ground streams whose w n thay brouaht to the.,,,___ ~ bll flav• had wodcecl the 

land ••• Why not NGd, l,y 

economic and soclal 

It was a ti 

Torah. 
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Though secular learning had replaced medteval scholastlclsm and supentltlon In much of 

Europe, Judaism was still deeply enmeshed In Kaballah and the supentltlous web of medleval 

life. A Zionist writer like Ahad Ha-Am looked upon the rebuildlng of the natlonal home as an 

opportunity to create modem cultural and academic Institutions which would reshape and unlock 

the spiritual energies of an historically creative people. For many Zionists ltke him, one of 

Zionism's maior goals was to build "a great cultural institution In Palestlne, attracting to Itself 
I 

a large number of gift-ed Jewish scholars working in a Jewish atmosphere, free from repression 

and not unduly subiect to extraneous influences, becoming a source of new Inspiration to the 

Jewish people as a whole and bringing about a true revlval of Judaism and Jewish culture" - a 

Hebrew University. 

- I'm puzzled. We've talked a good bit about the ablllty of the Torah tradition to 

provide the ideas and hopes around which Jews could, and did, shape a healthy community and 

a life which was human and humane. Now you're describing soclal pathology. Is Judaism 

enlivening or not? 

The human being and the societies he creates are remarkably reslllent, but not lntlnltely 

so. The historic communities of Spain and Polfugal were ellmlnated at the end of the Rfteenth 

century. Eastern European Jewry never recovered from the COIIGCk fflCIIICICNI In the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries. These were the years In which the ghetto WGI ofRclally cntated In 

Italy, when the Roman Church, reell~ f,om the Pdeltant heresy, fumed on the Jew CII IOUroe 

of that heresy, and when Prot...., ..... Ilk Luther turned on the Jew b1c••• thly ..,. trapp■d by 

Christianity's traditions of contempt. It WCII cm 

any religlon can pn,vlde. 

Zionism 

to enlarge 

wh• IIION WCII bel,w cabd of Torah than 



Herzl lived a half century before Hltler, at a time when Immigration to America was 

possible. Ellis Island was open. .America spelt opportunity, but no one could be certain that 

Europe might not infect America. Besides, Judaism in America would remal'l a Diaspora tradt-

tion. 

- It must have been harder to make the case here than In Europe. 

It was~ 

Al-Sayegh was right to this extent: in the West, partlcularly among Jews who had pros­

pered, Zionism was mistrusted and misunderstood. He was w10ng when he lmplled that there is 

today any maior division of feeling among Jews over Zionism. Beginning when Great Britain 

closed the doors to Palestine in the 1930's and ending when the Allied armies opened the gates 

of the death camps in 1945, a series of incredlbly bitter lessens transfonned nearly all Jews 

into Zionists. Herzl's analysis made in the 18901s p10ved out tragically In the 1930's and 401s. 

World War II taught Jews two unforgettable lessons. First, not to depend on good wlll. Great 

Britain had closed the doors to Palestine precisely when Jews most desperately needed to find a 

haven. The United States had not opened Its doon during the decade when Hl!ler's refugees 

needed a place of refuge. Second, that antl-semltlsm had the power to tum ordlnmy people 

into efficient butchers of Jews. I cannot put out of mind Hannah Arencl-11 phraae describing the 
J 

activity of Eichmann, "the banaltty of evll .• These two 18110i11, hard-learned by many Jews, 

turned all who cared about Judaism Into Zionists committed to the IWNIWCII of the Jawhh 

creative spirit, to the intenslff cation of Jewish Ille, to Jewllh lean,lng ca,d pn,grams of Identity, 

and to the survival of Jewish people. 

- I ltved for several ~ In lrmel and Zionism 11 for me, all that JOI' haw said ca,d a 

much needed pn,of of what 11 poalble In our wo,ld. If our p■aple, the ca:lcuts of Eutape, could 

take an unwanted place ca,d tum It g n ca,d bulld on It a IWNI cl~II ........ , ...... what waa 

not poalble for th world given wlll and dete111•rta1ton? 

- lsn 't Zionism al 
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There have been four invasions of the State, endless terrorism, and a stated Arab pollcy 

to blot Israel off the map. Israel's life has not been easy, and energies and resources have had to 

be diverted to defense; yet, few other nations have so transfonned their environment. Israel's 

social services are studied by other nations as useful and successful models. Culturally, Israel 

is a maior power. Almost al I are refugees, but there are no refugees. The achievement remains 

compel ling. 

, 



Chapter 14 

WHAT SHOULD I DO? 

It had been a rainy Monday. The TV had been on and a few had been wat;chlng a soap 

opera which, as it turned out, provided the peg for our conversation. The scremhad showed a 

father returning home after a visit to his daughters In San Francisco and saying to a friend, 

11 Either the whole world is crazy or I am. 11 

- The line's an old war horse. 

- My father often feels that way.. His version Is: 11 No one seems to know what's right 

anymore." 

I'd heard that phrase before when an anxious and obviously bewildered lady came to see 

me. Her son had been berating her because she regularly contributed to the United Way and 

other charities that she considered worthwhile. He Insisted that private welfare programs were 

bandaids that simply covered over festering soclal Ills; that America needed racflcal polltlcal 

and economic surgery and that such gifts as hen delayed, perhaps fatally, such refonn. 

Her daughter had been home for a visit that had pn,ved to be dtfflcult. She was ltvl~ 

with another graduate student. They had a wonderful relatlonshlp, or so she told h• mother, but 

they were not about to be rnanied. Maniage would sully the purity of their love. What they had 

now was genuine; what they would have If they n.c:a.led would be something 1-. 

A~er sixteen years of marriage her broth• and slstw=ln-law had Ried for cllwrce. They 

were the best of friends and Intended to remain IO, but her baalher had told her bolt. of tMm 

needed a fresh start and, since tMy we 't gattlrv Off/ younger, the...,., the better. 

The night be cat•• to ,,,., ofRce "- humand had ODIN home and told her to pack 

their bags. They we gol to tab a 1811111 hip. He WIii llalc to d1 .. I, of the hale• 

cllents, acn,.,,IINlnr ...... ~-• • oaulcl tlllce owr the buslne11. 

what,avar .... .., • ..1111¥ --•• oould stlll 
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enioy the trip. Perhaps they would end up llvlng in Callfomla. She paused. She seemed 

whipped. 11 I iust don't know what's right any more. u 

- As long as nobody gets hurt, what's the difference? 

Shared values are as im~rtant to a family as love. Without some basic agreeme11t on 

goals and standards, there can't be community. 

- You're talking regimentation. 

There's a world of difference between a voluntary consensus, what the eighteenth century 

cal led a social compact, and arbitrarily imposed standards. 

- My parents are fairly sensible, yet, we have knock-down-drag-outs on iust this 
j 

kind of question. I believe in living each day. They fought my dropping out of school on 

the grounds that I ought to get my professional degree Rnt. I said I'd get It, but I didn't want 

to spend my youth in school. I talked about today. They talked about the future. 

When I listen to the generations shuggllng to acfiust to the structural changes which 

have taken place in family life and the soclal order, I ftnd myself an audience to some real 

anger between people who love each other, each of whom believes he Is acting wlsely and with 

his own and the other's best interest in mind. 

A few months ago an elderly woman came ~ me with a bitter complaint about her 

daughter and son-in-law. They were Insisting that she mow Into an old folks' home. She had 

been raised in the era of the extended family when aa•I• pcnnta llwd In the famlly home and 

only the impoverished or unwanted were lnetltutlonallncl, IO she felt b,t.,.,ed and abanclan1ds 

"Don't my children know the Ten eon.n..da1•1n: 'honor your r.,1-.• and ,our IIIOlhw'? 

How can they do this to ~ A NW dars I,_., 

worked, and they could not af'fold • full-ti 

and had found • H .. ._.._ .....,., 
J 

wll I not aaana 
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from a granddaughter at college. She was angry and upset with her parents. "How could they 

put grandmother in a home? Don't they know that institutions dehumanize, that grandmother 

will become a chart and diminish as a person? How could they do this to such a wonderful 

woman?" 

We talked about this specific case for a while and agreed that analyzing complicated 

ethical questions and clearly evaluating motives and co~equences Is a painful and difficult 

process and one which requires a good deal of honesty; I guess that's why many simply shout: 

'I'm right,' and shout down anyone who questions their motives or actions. 

- I'm not convinced that ethical decisions need to envolve such heavy going. Most of 

the time I know what's right. I feel it in my guts. 

- Don't delude yourself. The little red flags in our conscience are put there by our 

culture. I have a Muslim friend who feels guilty whenever he takes a drink and an Indian 
l 

friend who suffers whenever he eats meat. You can't trust your gut reaction. 

Many have a convenient conscience. Perhaps that's why Judaism Insists that we tNst 

God's commandments, Torah, not conscience. 

-You've criticized arbitrary standcrds. Now you're appn,vlng them, How come? 

Ethical standards must be grounded in some normatlw system. Any m8CIIUl'9rnent 

requires at least two fixed points. I agree with Emil Brunner'• obeervatlon: " Could we poalbly 

conceive that the ethic of Budclalsm or of Brahmalsm, with Its world dental tendency, should not 

be wholly different fla.11 the sysfent of morallty 

on ancestor wonhlp ••• To hy lo 

fluences of the varl 

T01ah ethl 

analysis and 

ch ha gnMII up In China, with Its emphal1 

,.... a:1111111D11 tone' behind these In-

.-. ......... 
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a new constitution for their city. He presented them a copy of the Ten Commandments. 

Ethics envoJves an ideal side, Torah, and a practical decision-making side. At Sinai 

God provided man with the basic n.ele of holiness around which clvlllzatlon has formed. Clear 

words were spoken about appropriate actions. The Torah shows me the direction in which my 

thinking must go. The abuse of wetback labor is evll. Why? "You shall neither wro~ nor 

oppress a stranger for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. 11 I cannot sit quietly in my thome 

when someone outside calls for help. Why? nYou shall not stand idly by the blood of a neigh­

bor •11 When I was foreman of our local Grand Jury I had to be careful of cultural attitudes 

which are class-detennined. Why? "You shall do no unrighteousness in iudgment. You shall 

not respect the person of the poor or favor the person of the powerful." I hear many things in 

the course of my professional duties and, when people ask about others, I must remain sllent. 

Why? "You shal I not go up and down as a tale bearer c:mong your people." The Torah is a 

collection of instructions which, taken together, contribute a n,le of ltfe, a way,whlch, so 

the Torah tradition affirms, if followed faithfully leads to the well-being of the indlvldual, the 

community and the society. 

- What about the Torah rules you do not accept - burning witches, stonl~ adulteren, 

sex-differentiated roles. How can a Torah which includes unacceptable llllhvctlans provide 

standards? 

I've also talked about the long traclffon of Interpretation thlQUgh which the Tonah ha 

been made to ptovlde Instruction app,oprlata to IICICh clay. When I-, Tonah, I •~" the whole 

river, Torah and Torah commentaly, not 1lmply the bcn text. The rabbis honored ca,achn,nlltlc 

statements by Ir.attention or lnterpretGtlon. Capltal DUnllllll.., effNtlwly abolllhecl by 

iudicial pro • 

- The Torah says 

It' not a 

"Life for II , 

I 
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No, but I might call my lawyer. Tm Bibltcal rule uses primitive terms; the Talmud 

made the point explicitly: 11 An eye for an eye is a principle in cases envolvlng monetary damag~. n 

It was important to limit damages and to preclude blood feuds, and to teach that, once damages 

have been paid, the issue is closed. 

- Wasn't a bastard ostracized under rabbinic law as if he were an lndtan untouchable? 

That's overstating it. Children born out of an adulterous liaison suffered certain status 

disabilities and were limited as to whom they could many. It was not what 0/fff of us would call 

a humane rule, but the sages apparently thought they were protecting the sanctity of marriage. 

The bastard was a warning to others. The reallty of inherited gullt was falrly evident. The 

son of a slave was a slave. We think they went about it in the wrong way, but their wa, was 
' 

not immoral or insensitive for their time. Quite the contrary, they felt it to be a socially 

beneficial rule. 

The problem is rarely with Torah, but wifh our tendency to see a particular n,le as 

fixed for al I times. I am as concerned with Kiddushim, the sanctity of maniage, as any 

Talmudic master, but I must seek to strengthen mmTlage in ways_ consonant with my times. 

- In Confirmation class we were told to imagine situations In which each of the Ten 

Commandments could and should be broken. I remember writing that I would klll to protect my 

family from a psychopath and that, had I been a Jew In Nazi Eun,pe, I would have stolen 

whatever I needed to survive. I think now I would feel that the spouse of a permanently Insti­

tutionalized mate who cou Id not bear to divorce a loved one could be encouraged to have an­

other relationship. 

It's a case of the exception proving the rule. The rule remains an appn,prlate Ideal. 

In my synagogue the tableh of the law are dtsplayed above the ark. They're suppo11d 

to be etched in stone. The symbol suggests that these rules are rock 10lld. How can the synagogue 

u e this symbol if there are exceptions? 

Judaism never looked on Torah as a boiler plate, a set of Instructions thcf you thumbed 
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through til you found the right one. Torah provided instruction. Talmud Torah suggests how 

text might relate to life and the obligation to imitate God's moral nature provided an ethical 

dynamic which transcended the whole Torah process. Talmudic law held that, in the cC1Se of 

gross negligence on the part of laborers, they are obliged to pay damages. A Talmudic sage 

hired some workers who carelessly broke some wine easies. The sage demanded cbnages. The 

iudge awarded damages. Then the workers appealed to the iudse's lenlency on the grounds that 

they were poor men who worked hard and had families to feed. The iudge remitted the award and 

ordered the sage to pay their wages. The sage asked the iudse: 'Is this the law?' And tf\e answer 

he got was "Yes, is it not written, 'and the ways of the poor shall be preserved'?" The text was 

never the final answer. 

- If Torah represents a set of goals and we agree on these goals, why do rabbis come 
I 

down on opposite sides of issues like autopsies and abortion? 
J 

Rabbis live in different environments, and many of us are conditioned by different 
I 

aspects of our fractured culture. Not only that, but we see different pn,blems. Take the Issue 

of pulling the plug on the brain dead. Some see the Issue as the sanctity of llfe problem. 

Others that it is a quality of life issue. And both gn:,up1 feel they are obeying God's command, 

"Choose Ii fe • " 

Over several years a favorite subf ect an,und our dinner table was President Center's 
I 

human rights campaign. Should we withhold aid and, pemapl, awn racognltlon, from any 

country which cldn't guarantee full and equal rights to all Its cltlzw. Cart• might ea1lly 

have quoted Tonah In pport of hi pollcy: PNN:I ft■•- ... the land, unto all the ln-

habitants thereof." The nlty of av."' ...... 11ng Is IUn--• 1111111111, but I found nty111 If 

democracy WC11 lllllftl'Sf! .. 

II ttl e experfan~• ..,.,. ... 

authodt..-.•--WIIN!JIM. 

• 

I Lflllln Alll■rloa, American atyl• 

--had 
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rights mandate indiscriminately, as the Carter administration tried to do In places llke Angola 

and Nicaragua, did not guarantee a freer or iuster society in the countries concerned; In fact, 

the result might be quite the opposite • 
• 

- The camp doctor offered his experience; I found rnysel f m~ing the opposite decision 

in two almost identical situations. In both cases a patient had a fatal illness. The first 

patient was a man in his middle years. As I looked him over, he looked up and said: "Doc, I 

feel better now and I know that I am going to be well." Actually, he had only a few weeks to 

live; yet, here he was, talking about health and going back to work. A lot of thoughts raced 

through my mind before I came to a decision: "No, you're not.•t He cried. I e,cplalned. We 

talked. Why had I spoken so openly? This man had a wife and children, a business. He had 

been suddenly stricken. If he avoided the decisions which needed to be made they would not 

be made and with unhappy consequences for the people who depended on him. He had to con­

front his situation, however painful the thought. 

In another room on the same floor, I visited an older woman, also 111 with cancer and 

with a I imited time to I Ive. She spoke to me hopefully: • 11m beginning to feel a bit better. 

All this will soon be behind me and I'll be well. 11 I was comforting and solicitous. I made no 

attempt to disabuse her. No one depended on her. There were no decisions that she had to 

make except to organize her last days as she wished. 

- Oft-en it's necessasy to eschew compromise In order to remind a society of Its real 

purposes. 

There's a need for prophets and a need for effective bureaucrats. Some must make society 

aware of the i nhumanlty of poverty, and some must oaganl ze and staff effective prograt•• of 

social welfare~ 

The Torah presents God's standards. We need to apply these sen1ltlvely and Intelligently 

to our situation. A generation ago a husband honored his wife by r11~ctlng her •x-cllfferen-

ti ated role; today she might chafe under that kind of respect. 
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Joseph Fletcher, who taught ethics at various Protestant seminaries, Insisted that the best 

way to check our iudgments is to make a rigorous examination of our motives. If I feel that I 

am doing what I am doing out of love, if I feel it Is genuine, that's enougf\. Unselfish motiva­

tion affirms the goodness of an act. Fletcher defines the good as acting out of love. This 

definition may unmask the hypocrite, but I am troubled by it. There are all kinds of love. 

There's a selfless love which is truly giving and there is a selfless love which grows out of a 

pathological need to be a martyr. There is a mother love which sustains and there Is a mother's 

love which smothers. You can love a person to death. There is a love of self which is becoming 

pride and a love of ~elf which is pure arrogance. Love covers anything and evesythlng, any­

thing, at least, that we want it to cover. The Grand lnqut,ttor sent men to the rack out of his 

love for their immortal souls and felt good about It. His motives were pure. Pure love can 

ki 11. 

- 0 .K. If motives are only part of It, how do you suggest we think about the right 

and the good? 

By a calculus of consequence rather thm, a calculus of motivation. I watched the other 

day as a family pleaded with a physician to do all he could to save their mother. She was 

in her eighties, in a deep coma, and her brain scan showed ltttle activity. They spoke out of 

love, but heroic measures could only condemn their mother to protracted unconsciousness and 

deny a hospital bed to a patient who might be helped. In my opinion he rightly denied their 

pleas. Love blocks iudgment. A bast c prlnclple of Talmuclc fudlclal pn,cedure Is that a 

iudge is disqualified from a case lnvolvlng someo,- he lov• or hat•. 
) 

- But how do you know what ought to be done? 

I seek to tw:anspose, as sensltfvely as I can, those acts commanded and commended In 

Torah into the context of my lffe. 

- Explaln younelf. 



I'll give you a 'for instance'. A large number of texts command concem for need. 

11 Happy is he who considers the poor." There is also an emphasis In the Torah which assume~ 
I . 

that the ultimate responsibility for the poor rests with the community. The community Is to impose 

a poor tithe and other taxes so that the ~r need not beg or depend on someone's charltable 

impulse. To that end long term support (kupah) and emergency relief (tamchley)were communally 

organized. It follows that, as a Jew, I need not support a badly conceived publtc welfare law; 

but I must recognize that the tradition afflnns the basic thesis of the welfare state. As an 

individual, I may be moved to help another, but I must do so wl~ demeaning him and, If 

possible, with an eye to his specific needs. To God and in Torah, the poor is a person of 

dignity created in God's image, not a statistic. 

Since I had begun on this task, I decided to repeat a Talmudlc Illustration contrasting 

Job and Abraham. 

In defending his integrity, Job cited charity among his other virtues: "Have I eaten my 

morsel alone and not fed the orphan from my plate?" To which God Is said to have commented: 

"Well and good, but you fell short by half of Abraham's standard. You ate and let the poor 

come to you. Abraham went out to flnd the hungry and Invited them home. You fed them what­

ever you were serving, Abraham fed them what they requested.• 

The Torah tradition Is rich In such lllustratlo111 and 11111 many 'oughts'; but It does not 

suggest a mechanical dupll cation of what othen have done or a llteral translation In our llv• 

of some duty. Torah begins with the Image of our bel c;reated In God's Image. When the 

sages asked wh~ God had done so, they GnlWIN: •So that we 111lght IIIClke ounelv• llke our 
J 

Creator." When the point wa1 pre11ed and people a1l,ecl,11how can man act Hice God?' They 

answered, • As God 11 m clful gracloul to be you.• The Tahnucl pull It this way: •ttow 

can man walk cdt• God? Is Goel not a GOIIIUllll,W Bra? What It m••• 11 that man ought to walk 

.,. ........ the ale, .,..,, the mournen, 

and burl dead,. 
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Adam and Eve. He visited Abraham at Ma~re when he was sl ck. He comforted Isaac after 

his father's death. 

- God also hardened Pharoah's heart and condemned lndtscrlminately al I who llved at 

the time of Noah. 

The sages didn't take literally the idea that God's every reported notion must be Imitated, 

though they had imaginative rationalization for each. The doctrine of lmltatlo Del Is no more 

nor less than the setting up of moral standards which demand always more and better of us. 

- Some people talk endlessly about values; but I don't see that their llves are any 

better than mine. 

The search for a useful definition of the good was vigorously punued In the academies of 

ancient Greece. Plato developed an elegant fonnulatlon which grew out of ca, ca,alysis of four 

cardinal virtues. Yet, when I first read The Dialogues, I remember being puzzled that, having 

defined the good to his satisfaction, Plato did not go out Into the agora and preach to the 
) 

Athenians about their imperialist ambitions, nor stand up In the Council of Athens and Insist 

that slavery was evil and that all slaves should be freed. He continued to live as before, 

teaching philosophy to the sons of the well-bom. 
J 

Philosophy defines. The Torah demands. It has been told you, 0 man, what Is good." 

The primary consideration is not a satisfactory definition but the sensitive deed. The Chinese 

wrote the noun, 'ethics,' with an Ideogram which consists of the ahape of a man and the symbol 

for the number two. This suggests, I am told, that ethics exist only In relcflonshlp to othen, 

that a person proves his virtue not by the subtlety of his d•crlptlon of the good but by the 

quality of the llfe which he leads. 

As an undesgraduate I took a course In Moral Phlloaophy ftom a fine teacher, Ralph Barto., 

Perry. He lectured twice each w k and an lstant conductecl a Friday..,..,,.. which gave us 

a chance to talk owr what had studied. The ~ l11111uaw obvloualy knew • gNClt dial 

bll,w In their 



first attempts to understand critical thought, he tore us to shreds and did so with obvious rellsh. He 

was trained and we were neophytes. He knew al I about the good, but he was not a good man. 

I mistrust outbursts of moral passion by men of suspect character. Peace, fusttce, free­

dom, love - al I those compel ling words must be iudged by the Gharacter of the person who ts 
l 

using them, the context in which they are said, and the consequences of the proposals being 

made o I have heard· Hitler and Stalin speak of peace and Nevi lie Chamberlain promise peace 

in our times. I have watched mobs demonstrate violently In the cause of peace. I heard four 

American presidents speak of peace and escalate violence In Vietnam. To quote an old Torah 

saw: "It's not the words but the deeds that count." I've always appreciated the rabbis' insistence 

that a text be clearly attributed to a particular tender. I'll llsten to HIiiei on virtue, but not to 

a glib scoundrel. 

- I know what you mean. When I hear youngsten pontlftcate about the wlckednea of 

politicians, I find myself wondering how they wlll act when their time of temptation com•. 
I 

There's a good deal of wisdom behind the rabbinic monition: "Never fudge another untll 

you've stood in his shoes. 

I quoted a few lines from Dietrich Bonhoeffer: "The question of the good always finds us 

already in a situation which can no longer be revened. We ant allve. The question of good 11 

posed and is decided in the midst of each definite, yet unconcluded, unique and transient 

situation of our lives. In the midst of our llvlng relatlonshlps with men, things, Institutions 

and powers, in other words in the midst of our hlstorfcal experience." Gooclne11 does not exist 

apart from the deed itself. I have little sympathf for those lmpulslve characten who act before 

they think and, when they fall to accompllsh their ends, CII Is ohn the ccae, excuse the1111elves 
{ 

by aying: "I only meant to be helpful t • 

- Why listen to Bonhoeffer? 

Di etrl ch Bonhoeffer wa1 bom In Germany In 1906 and cled In 1945 In a Nazi prllOft. 

A child of privllege, Bonhoeffer grew up close to his church and found his Wf/1/ Into Its mlnllhy • 



Possessed of a well-furnished and keen mind, he became known as one of the leadlng theologians 

on the continent. In 1938 the Union Theological Seminary In New York Invited him to ioln 

its faculty. He came, but a year later with war Imminent Bonhoeffer returned to parish work In 

Germany where he defied the Nazi officials who forbade him to preach or teach. Within a 

matter of months he was In iail. Knowing he faced death, Bonhoeffer nevertheless worked on a 

book on ethics, the book from which I quoted, until he was hung. 

Believing as I do that Bonhoeffer is correct, that we wtll fall to deflne the good If we 

try to do it apart from a concrete situation, the times, the context, the relatlonshlp and the 

culture, the range of options in which that particular decision must be made; I have alw~ 
I 

appreciated the special genre of writing developed by the rabbis to Investigate ethical ques­

tions. Jews generally avoided ethical theodzlng in favor of a careful analysis of lndlvldual 
I 

cases. Occasionally, a medieval philosopher like Saadya wrote a chapter on ethl cs, generally 

presenting an analysis which was little more than a Judalzed venlon of Aristotle's mlddle war, 

but, by and large, they preferred the speclflc to the abstract. An lntenastlng case would pre-

sent itself or someone would pose a speciflc question lnwlvlng moral lau•• The rabbi 10 

addressed would advise as best he could and explaln his views on the basis of Torah standards. 

Those involved would accept his advice or not; but, If the luues were lntenastfng, this did not end 

the matter. The rabbi would draw up a digest of the problem to which he might or not append 

comments and send this precls and his decision to other authorltl• for comment. No one ex­

pected eyery scholar to come down with pnaclsely the same Judgment. What was looked for 

was enlightenment, Insight, and sensitivity. The ccu would go the n,undl. Each sage would 

apply his knowledge of Torah and Talmud precedent CII well CII his own luclgment. In IO doing, 
I 

the sages developed a llterature called She'elot u'T eshuwt, Qulltlons and Answerr, rasponsa 

which related to speclflc laues and emphasized the Importance of thoughtful appllcatlon. 

A rough analogy can be made to our constltutfonal system. Each Sup,.,.• Court lustlce 

interprets the ConstlMlon according to his llght. Some are owrwhelmed by change and r..l 

the need to defend the old ways lest all sense of fitness and continuity be lost. A Judice Douglaa 
1 
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strides confidently into the law ever eager to break new gound. There have always been strict 

and broad Torah constructionists, those who balanced precedent conservatively and those who 

shaped old rules into new designs. Neither group was bound slavfshly to precedent. In Ju­

daism, ethical iudgment always blends text and spirit, Torah and hest. When one reviews the -
literature, it's surprising how often we are reminded to interpret the law through its spirit: 

'the law was given to man to live by it, not to die by It,' 'the Sabbath was given to man, not 

man to the Sabbath,' 'would that they might forsake Me if it meqns keeping faith with the Torah.' 

Let me quote you a bit of Talmud about fasting on Yorn Kippur. "If, on Yom Klppur, a preg-

nant woman smel Is some food and craves for it greatly, she should be given a little unti I she 

no longer feels weak or faint. A sick person, too, is fed at the word of the physicicras. If 

no physicians are present, one feeds the sick person when he wants it - until he says, 'enough. 1 

Verse 126 of Psalm 119 reads: 11 It is time for God to work, because they have rebel led 

against the law." If one takes this phrase out of context, as the rabbis sometlm• did, another 

translation becomes possible. "When it is time to be active for God, then put aside your law." 

Torah ICJY1 prohibited the High Priest from wearing his sacred robes outside the Temple 
I 

Compound; but, when Alexander the Great swept through Asia Minor, the reigning High Priest, 

Simon, put on his crown and his vestments crad traveled far from J-.rusalem to offer Alexander 

the city's hom~e. His robes were necessary to Impress Alexander with his authority and, so, 

keep hann far from Jerusalem. Five centuries later when Hadrian, the Roman emperor, un­

leashed a terrible repression against the recently defeated Judeans, the sages voided a time­

honored prohibition against writing down the Oral Law. There WCII danger that those few who 

knew the law might be kl lled and that details of the law would clsappear with them. 

- That would seem to Justify setting aide the Torah entirely. 

Not really. When a Governor proclalms martlal law, he 11 reaponclng to an eme1gency. 
I , 

Torah sets norms. Emergencies require exceptions. 

- What about clvll disobedience? 
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Torah accepts the laws of a state as binding, unless ~orlty is tyrannical and obedience 

would force Jews to take life, violate another person or flaunt what the Torah stands for. 

- What about the idea that the best legal system has the least law? 

The Torah suggests that freedom requires law. The rabble who came out of Egypt 

were rebellious, and, as such, worthless to themselves until they bound themselves at Sinai to 

the terms of the covenant. Freedom is not absence of law, but the absence of arbitrary and 

uniust law. Torah does not support anarchy; yet, respect for law does not require passive 

submission to tyranny. When King Solomon connived in the death of the husband of the beautl­

fu I Bathsheba so he could bring her into his harem, God sent the prophet, Nathe11, to condemn 

him. No one is above Torah law. 

The lunch bell sounded. I left with them a paragraph from Martin Buber: 

Judaism, which more than any other religion has grasped the seriousness 
for actual life of the fact that God created man, has also most unequivocally 
recognized the importance for the life of man of the phrase, 11 1n his Image. 11 

To this fact, the saying of Rabbi Alclba bears witness: "Beloved Is man, In 
that he was created In the Image of God. But It was a special act of 
love that made it known to him that he was created In the Image of God." 
The fact that it has been revealed to us that we are mdde In His Image gives 
us the incentive to unfold this image and, In doing 10, to Imitate God. 



Chapter 15 

IT'S GOOD TO BE A JEW 

Bags were packed. It was our I ast day. Dessert had been served and the convena­

ti on had become aneccbtal. Our unannounced theme: nice things that have happened to me 

because I am a Jew. The Institute director remembered a seder In Maralcesh during World ._.. 

War II. It had been a touch of home on the far reaches of Jewish llfe. A number of ~roc­

can Jews had ioined in the soldiers' celebration. A physician of the town had asked him to a 

second seder at his apartment. The ritual had been farnlllar, yet different, especially the 
~ 

melodies. He had been tc,ld the history of a thousand-year-old Jewish community he had 
I 

not known of before. 

- Someone reported that each Jewish student at her unlvenlty was adopted by a local 

family who provided home-cooked meals, a bed awa, m,m the donnltory, and someone to talk 

to. Being Jewish often affords al I the advantages of an extended faml ly. 

When I was in college the food was less than acletquate. 

- It couldn't be as bad as ours. 

But being Jewish helped. 

- How? 

I had informed the food service that I didn't eat podc or shell Rsh. Shell fish was too 
l 

expensive even to appear on the menu, but pork appeared 19gularly as the basic Ingredient 

of sausage or luncheon meat; and, whenever It did, I WCII seMtd a po,:tlon of the chicken or 
( 

beef which otheawlse was reserved for kitchen worken and other prlvfleged staff. 

Few other traditions psovlde as much community support. A stranger at synagogue wlll 

be invited home to a Sabbath dinner. There 11 an old maxim 1"at all Jews en ralated and you 

can't be a Jew for long without recognizing the speclal •111• of Napollllblllty for CO-Nllglonllfl 

everywhere. 

273 
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- You're talking about the United Jewish Appeal. 

Actually, I was thinking of relationships in a far more intimate Wflf. 

In nineteen fifty➔hree, during the Korean conflict, I was assigned as a chaplain to 

the staff of the Commanper of our Naval Forces in the Far East. One day a you11:1 flier came 

to me to make arrangements for his marriage. He had been assigned a regular courier run which 

included Hong Kong where he had met and fallen in love with a local girl. For various official 

reasons which had to do with her citizenship, they had to be married on our base. We set a 

noon-hour date some weeks distant, and I asked a young couple in my congregation if they would 

arrange a luncheon so the occasion would be wann and personal. At that lunch, as everyone 

talked, the bride and the host discovered they were second cousins. Neither had known of the 

other's existence. When the pogroms reached their grandparents' village In Russia, his family 
.. 

had fled West while hers had crossed Siberia to Manchuria, settled In Harbin and moved on 

to Hong Kong when Japan attacked. 

- It's been this way for a long tlflle. I remember reading that the Meclterranean com-
• I 

munities maintained an office on the island of Rhodes for the purpose of ransoming Jews captured 

by the pi rate bands and brought there to be sold on the slave market. 

- My best friend's father was a child In pre-war Austria. His parents somehow got 

hold of a Detroit phone book and wrote to everyone with their same last ncane. A man who was 

no relation sent them back the necessary papen which Included an affldllvlt guaranteeing his 

parents employment. 

In a world full of refugees, Jews do not allow oth• Jews to remain refua•• If we can 

help it. During the 193>1s my parents and their friends signed CII many afftdllvlll • thay could, 

guaranteeing that those Gennan and Czech Jews who were allowed Into the country would not 

become welfare cases. Today our communltl• are ••rtlng great efi>rt to brl,v Jews out of 

Russia, Iran, and Nosth Africa and to help them establllh new llwt. and the aid extendl to all 

those services nece11my for •I f-suffldency. 

- We've been talklng about waa11ath and a ..,.. of famlly, befotw wa lnak up, I want 
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to talk about my private feeling. I've known a few happy times as a Jew. I've enioyed a 

.. ~eder and occasionally been caught up in a Sabbath service, but I never quite feel that I'm -
doing it rig ht. I go to c I asses and work on the Sabbath • I don't obey al I, or even most, of the 

I 

rules, and I often feel that what I do i$ a token and not the real thing. 

You're not alone. Many Jews feel some guilt in this regard - not that most are about 

to change their habits - but the traditional way Is stil I seen as the 'real thing. 1 

I 

During the First World War a young philosopher, Franz Rosenzweig, mcide, and later 

described, a spiritual pilgrimage which took him from a culturally assimilated German-Jewish 
\ 

home and a mood which found him contemplating convenlon to Christianity Into an active and 

reflective Jewish life. When he came in out of the cold Rosenzweig observed some of the 

mitzvot put not al I of them. Asked if he would adopt all the tradltlonal ways, he answered, 

when and as they feel compelling to me. For Rosenzweig the tradltfonal mltzvotremalned the 

nonn and becoming Jewish was, among other things, a growing sense of ease with tradltlonal 

practices. 

I read to the group a paragraph by a II beral rabbi, whose approach Is much llke 

Rosenzweig's. 11 If pressed for explanations as to why I observe this or that commandment, I 

can come up with a variety of reasons. Usually ethical or Intellectual content Is the smallest 

part of my explanation. I prefer the hint of the Haaldlc JflW who reminded me that If a penon 

wears tight shoes he can get a headache - that Is to say, the 10matopsyc:hlc appn,ach to • 

mitzvot, the idea that if you eat kosher you think and r..1 'koaher.' Or IOffletlmes I think of 

the whole business as a game - the kind of game described In Hennann He■•'• ¥c,lster Ludl, 

which can, through being played, bring one Into contad with the d1epest strata of thought and 

life. Most o~en and basically, however, I think of the mltzwt • the vlslbla e>Ctenllons of the 

Jewish collective soul. They a,-. the mem• by which a Jew oan aor.wct hlnelf with this soul 

and, through thl soul, with the wellaprlnga of Ur., ultln.atw reallty, God, or whatever~ want 
I 

to cal I It. And the more mltzwt, the fflDN oonnectlonl. • 
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- That suggests that conservative and refonn practice Is really baby food, a speclally 
I 

' 

prepared pablum for those whose stomachs are not yet ready for the real thing. 

- What makes the rabbinic tradition the real thing? It's been around a long time, but 

not forever~ Your river keeps running and Jewish 11 fe, and Its accepted norms, do change. 

/'+hf wife and I lead busy lives, and necessity taught us that It wasn't how much time we 

spent with our children but the quality of the time shared. An hour of undivided attention is 

worth a distracted day. More is not necessarily better. The equation, the more mltzwt the 
I 

more connections, doesn't ring true. 

As you know, I don't equate Judaism with a Rxed set of practices. Alclba practiced 

different mitzvot from Amos. Yet, both were good and pious Jews. The rabbis took only an 

historic interest in the sacrificial cult, ard I take little more than historic Interest In the pn,­

hibition of instrumental music during synagogue wonhlp or th, separation of men and women. My 

soul is dead to the appeal of such practices and It's allve to some fonns which are quite recent: 

Confirmation, Consecration, and Yom ha;atzmaut are cases In point. 
J 

Rituals become mitzvot only when they suggest significant connections with Torah to 

the Jew. The observer, not the observance, creates meaning. When the Jew changes, the 
I 

mitzvot mix will change, which Is why so many of us would be uncomfortable wonhlpplng In a 

synagogue with a mehltzah or not being able to accept a neighbor's dinner Invitation because 

their home isn't kosher. 

We determine what rituals are mltzwt and the partlcul• Wfllf a mltzwh lhould be 

structured. The Nie ts that men sa, Kaddish for dead relatfva. In nlOlt congregatlona, women 

do so as a matter of emotional need and CII a statem~ of their penor.wd. The Jew hCII 

changed, and so the practice ch~•• 

Some yean ago a young chlld In "'f congregation llood for the Kacldlth. The Kadcllh 

prayer pral God and an old tracltlon decn• that It 11 Nett.cl by ne• male Nlatlvea when 

they mourn their dead. I knew the farnlly w.11 and I 



se1Vi ces I asked. It turned out that she had said Kaddish for her pet dog. Some few weeks 
\ 

later I wrote an article in my congregational bulletin describing thl• episode and saying that I 

was much taken with the honesty of her feelings. Why shouldn't the Kaddish be said for any 

living thing that one loved? An ultra➔radltlonal newspaper in Chicago picked up my column 

and played to the preiudices of its readers with this headline: "Refonn Rabbi Orden Kaddish 

Said for Dogs." I was struck not only by the Insensitivity of the piece but by the assumption 
• 

that, as a rabbi, I order another element from the past to which my soul Is dead. 
4 J 

The development of Sabbath law was tended to center on the no's: no work, no cooking, 
l 

no traveling, the rules which protected this rest day; but, In a society where the human being 

is no longer a pack animal and where there are rigidly llmlted work houn, "In it you shall do 

no manner of work" has lost some of its bite and I prefer to consider the Sabbath as a day set 

apart for all that refreshes my soul, a day to be with the fcwnlly, to wonhlp, rest, and relax. 

It's a time to read a good book without Interruption and to meet with friends without talk 

turning to work-related problems. All that enhances llfe Is appn,prlate to Sabbdlh. I see 

God's will in a Sabbath which includes wonhtp, Institutes such GI this one, even a walk In 

the woods or a game of tennis. 

- Even work? 

Yes, even work, if your woric Is a splrltual and Intellectual dellght. I've 'worked' 

writing a book on many a Sabbath afternoon. 

When he was asked when he would become a fully obserwnt JflW, GI defined~ Oltho-
i 

doxy, Rosenzweig answered: when I can. I would answer: I ~ an obeervant Jew. 

- Do you feel guilty because you don't keep kosher? 

No. 

- Is it because there are tough Pure Food and Drug Laws and you Rnd J.ws no longer need 

kashrut's hygienic protection? 

No. Remember, the dietary laws were orlglnal ly NI• developed to 11parata Jews flam 
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idolatry. The us
1
efulness of some of the,e svles, as protection against diseased meat and spotlage, 

was an unexpected side effect. 

I do not keep a traditio~al ly kosher home because I was not raised in such a home. I 

eat no pork. We have no shell fish in the house. My mltzvah Is a way of fulfilling the com-

mandment: hono~ your parents, a reminder of a complex food code which once governed 

Jewish life and a statement of my developmental view of tht Torah tradition. The separation 
I 

of milk and meat and the other dietary laws grew up over time -- neither David nor Isaiah 

kept kosher in the full rabbinic wrq -- and can be diminished over time. 

- But that's inconsistent. 

Emerson described a foolish consistency as the hobgoblin of llttle minds. 

- If Judaism is not defined by common practice, what holds us together? 

Ours is not the first age where signiRcant differences In practice have emerged. 

Sadducees ate in any Jewish home. A Pharisee would eat only at the table of another Pharisee. 

Rabbinic Jews would not eat meat slaughtered by a Hassldlc butcher. For a thousand yean 

polygamy was pennitted in many Sephardic corrmunltles and prohibited canong Ashkenazim. It's 

not an either al I the mitzvot or no mltzvot situation. There have been numerous redefinitions 

of the nonns. The river svns on. 

In my city thel]t is a conference which Includes the president and rabbi of each syna­

gogue. Our shared concerns range from support for religious education and the extension of 

services to the institutlonallzed and the aged to the Integration of Russian Jewish l11111lgrants, 

state laws about Sunday closh,g, and prayer In the publlc schools. Our f udgments are nQt 

always identical on an Issue llke Federal aid to palOChlal school11 but the MnM of community 

is strong and there ts more which binds than separat• us. 

We are bound together by a shcnd calendar. The Sc..bbath oam• at the ••• time each 

week for the pious and the secular cltl zen of Israel • All Jews accept the ICIIM dat• for the 

High holldays and Pesah. There Is a stlOIISI a,d regul• pul• to Jewish Hr. and even thole 



who take the holy days as holidays respond in some degree to the speclal nature of the occasion. I 

once SCJY./ a fascinating collection of Haggadahs prepared and mimeographed by various kibbutzim. 

Many were simply collections of materials on freedom and ltberatlon and made no mention of 

the God Who saves, but al I were intended for Seder night and included the Seder's familiar 

matzah and the four cups. 

Practice has never been the only bond that holds Jews together. Ant, and foremost, 

Jews share history and destiny. No one asked those who were marched Into Auschwitz whether 

they were reform, conservative, or orthodox. Jews of all persuasions are citizens of Israel Cl'ld 

contribute to the agencies and appeals of our diaspora communities. 

Beneath al I the other ties, a myth binds us as one. It's the myth of electlon. We sense 

a purpose to Jewish survival. The theist says: God has assigned us an historic role. We witness 

to God's will. The secularlst says: Jews remind the world of the mandates of social Justice and 
\ 

moral duty. And those who are only half-convinced by the myth say: we share a destiny and 

way of Ii fe which, as much as any other, perhaps more than any other, encourages the growth 

of character and the strengthening of family and moral sensitivity. 

- It's our last session. Don't hide behind history and theory. Tel I us about younelf as 

a Jew. You weren't bom a rabbi. What led you to adopt your Jewish Identity? I'm caking 

for what Christians cal I testimony. 

I'm afraid you'I I f1nd my estlmony a bit disappointing. Testimony Is most com~lllng 

when it records a traumatic splrltual pllgrlrnage, Ilk• Auguatlne's Conr..lons, or sets one's 

faith ~alnst traumatic event, llke Ame Frank's Dlcwy; my Ur. ha been .-.latfvely calm and, by 

becoming an active Jew, In retrospect, seen no more than an unfoldfng of what wa always 

there and always around me. 

I grew up In a stable and learned Jewllh IIDII•• lelng Jewllh ways ha 1■1med right 

and natural. In my horn there WeN lmcllca aw~--- In 1 lludy, In the 11¥11111 room, 

bl 1W1llliuc:18dme 
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long before I could read the contents. The child learned that he had roots that went deep. 

These were my father's books. He was a wise man and so I was certain the tradition was wise; 

thirty years of serious adult scholarship have confirmed me In that view. 

Until I was ten or so, Judaism meant those boo~ Hebnaw lessons so I could read those 

books; serious discussions around the table about the rise of Nazilsrn and the need for Palestine 

as a Jewish home, and the holidays~ Hitler's photo was frequently In the papen. Mt grand­

parents lived in Jerusalem and wrote me from there. Seder meant thirty or forty guests, 

much moving of furniture and a dollar if I found the aflkomen. Books, land and matzah. 
I 

A child relates to concrete symbols. Theology came later. I remain convinced that a meaning­

ful Jewish identity begins with specific rituals and/or specific Involvement In the survival 
I 

agenda of the Jewish community. The Jew who wants that part of his llfe to come allve need 

not resolve al I doubts about the existence and nature of God, few Jews have; but he must 

eliminate the distance between himself and the distinctive features of Jewish ltfe. Both out­

siders and insiders have doubts, often the SCITle doubts. Doubts do not an Indifferent Jew make; 

distance does. Jewish Identity begins In some btndi~ activity. 

Much later, when I was an undergraduate, a IOOfflmate and I went at God over a long 

night. We were angry. This was 1945, the papers had lust publlshed the flnt pictures of 

piled-up corpses and death camp ovens. Mt roommate was the flrst penon I heard use the 

phrase, God is dead. He was ang,x at God. I was as angry at the cold-hearted world. Some­

how, I didn't blame God. Gennans had bullt Auschwitz, not He. In excaperatlon at my 

patience, he bunt out: "you stlll belleve because your father 11 still allve.• Perhaps he was 

right; faith Is the sense that security and love do exist. 

God Is God, somehow I've never expected God to answ• my pray.,. any more than I 
' 

expected my parents to do whatever I asked. It's enough that He llstens and tells me to push 

on. The effort Is worth the making. God 11 my confidence In the polllbllltl• of llr.. In an 

age of recurrent tragedy, God 11 to me the pn,ml• of clvlllzatlon. Not surprltlngly, one of my 
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favorite lines from the Psalms reads: "Weeping may tarry for the night, but Joy comes with the 

dawn •11 Worship for me is congregation. I'm not alone In my hopes; the tlnt or the last of the 

well intentioned. 

I have never questioned my Jewish identity. Mine was a happy and respected home. 

Anti-semitism was the non-Jews' problem not mine. I've been called names and ~Id that cer­

tain doors were closed to me; but I early recognized I could only be myself. It seems natural 

that people should be married under a huppah or sit shivah during mouming; but I can take 

rituals in many fonns. What I could not take, at least when I was younger, was the sense that 
J ' 

Jewish survival might not be of real signiflcance to the world. I got lrratlonally angry with the 

historian, Arnold Toynbee, when, with the myopia of an lmperlalfstlc Christianity, he declared 

the Jewish people "a fossilized relic.• 

At college I took a famous course, History I, which was a survey of Western clvlllza­

tion. I think I mentioned a few days ago that Jewish llfe was barely mentioned except for 
I 

one session which discussed the Blbltcal tradition as a background for Christianity. Hllloty I 

made me wonder whether our survival was really Important. There were all those mlle1 of 

non-Jewish books in the University library and my father's study, for the ftnt time, began to 

seem smal I and insignifl cant. The coune destroyed my Innocence about the plvotal nature of 

Jewish life. I could never say with some of the ancient sages that all knowledge Is In Torah, 

but I also recognized that those lectures were biased by the r,a110wneu of a WASP academic 
I 

tradition which was then already on Its last legs. I doubt that anyone would teach such a 

course today; we've come to the end of the era of Christian pa1Vdllalltm; stlll, • you've 

gathered, I have, ever since, been sensitive to the question of numben. It's IO ~ to l~I 

that which is small as parochial, but It Is equally Inane to Insist that good things nece■atfly 

come in smal I packages. In the real world quallty and quantity en both significant. 

Mt father used to say, to know a man look at his eneml• rather than his friends. The 

greatest power in Europe declared us to be Enemy Number One and •tout to wipe UI off the 
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face of the earth. Israel is not simply another small people. If we were/are the arch enemy of 

the Nazis and all forces of privilege and all ideologies of state power, then, truly, the Torah 

tradition contains some recognizably powerful and vltal truth5r and, as Its witnesses, Israel 

participates in that power. The Holocaust ts a human tragedy but It is also a tribute to the 

reach and the authority of the Torah. Six mi I lion Jews were killed, not for who they were, but 

for what they represented; and what they represented was a way of llfe which affirmed human 

dignity and equal iustice which would not make its peace with tyranny of any kind or with the 

Big Lie; which had no patience with the pretensions of the privileged or their claims to special 

treatment; which insisted on a vision of a world united in undemanding and mutual respect; 

and which placed its faith in the wi 11 of a God Who demands that we live by a law of righteous­

ness whose obligations are quite specific. 

In college I also took a course in Marxism where I came across the tenn, 'cosmopolltan,' 

used as a peiorative label to describe someone who is unfocused, vague, 10mantlc, unrelated 

to economic realities. I appropriated the term to describe that imaginary fellowshlp of people 

of good wi 11 so many of my friends talked about: good folk who could put aside all the old 

divisions and dedicated their lives unselftshly to clvll rights, peace and the United Nations. 

I've never doubted the force of self-interest. My father oft-en quoted the text: "Do not put 

your trust in princes," which he took to mean that govemrnents write white papen to explain 

their black deeds. Israel would not be if Jews had depended on the world's good wlll. The 
I 

years after the end of World War II, two mflllon Jews stlll langulshed In European Dlsplaced 

Person Camps and English dest10yen blockaded the sea lanes to Palestlne lest th .. survlwn 

sneak in. Labels cannot be discounted, and a people who do not look to their legltlmate 

interests wil I find them snatched awa,. I've alwa,1 rasponded to the tradition's reallsm and 

o~en quoted Hillel's maxim: "If I am not for myself, who wlll be for me? If I am for myself 

alone, what am I?" 

I'm getting ahead of my story. The death camps were opened by the Allled arml•, 
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and I saw pictures of the piles of emaciated corpses and heard the tales of honor. I knew I 

owed these people a deep debt. They had died because they symbolized the tradition in which 
J 

I had been raised. On graduation in 1947, I went to work for an agency whose purpose was to 

secure skilled military personnel for the defense of the Yishuv. Ave Arab nations were threaten­

ing to drive them into the sea. I am equally committed to this people and Its princlples. To 

use the tenns we've used before: I'm a part of a community of fate and a community of faith. 

The survival of the Jewish people; social reform in the United States and the development of a 

strong spiritual Ii fe are all maior agenda items. 

Again and again, as I trace my coming alive a, a Jew, I Rnd I go back to concrete 

moments and specific people. Anyone who teaches in a Religious School knows that sweet 

reason and a presentation of the high-minded definition of the Jewish way is_ not In Itself 
I 

compelling. It's words, not life. It is also bland. Experience binds. I've felt the blnclng 

moment in a sanctuary when the fcnillar chants reach Into my soul. I've felt that I belong 

when I've defended the legitimate interests of the Jewish people, when I met a plane load of 

Soviet Jewish refugees landtng at Lydda in the early houn of the morning, when I placed In 

our Ark Torah scrolls which, in pre-World War II days, had been ur,ed In a synagogue In Prague, 

when I discovered in the tradition a moral penpectlve which helped me think through the elf• 

ference between World War II and Vietnam. I've refolced In belonglng to a community which 

seeks truly to support every memper end where emotions need not be hidden. I felt bound 

during a visit to Jerusalem's Western Wall as the evening sun refracted two thousand yean of 

piety from the rose-colored stone; and in a small apartment In Tel Aviv as a COUii~ told of his 

experiences in Europe and of the moshav where he Is now a member. The blnclng moment Is a 

visit to an archeological dig as the scientists map out a gate which the Phlllltln• •fend•d 

against David's attack. It is being part of a voluntary American Jewish community with Its 

networks of social welfare agencl and lh synagogues. It 11 most of all the fabrf\': of "'I family: 



life, the songs we sing - badly - ; the foods we eat and don't eat, the holldays we observe and 

the concerns we share. And when the house is quiet it is my llbrary, my father's and mine, the 

ideas which reach back in time and speak stil I to my times. It Is my religlous llfe and my sense 

of the presence of God. It's the blessed sense that becoming Jewish has been a redemptive 
I ' 

ioumey which has graced my life, a feeling of appropriateness. 
. . 

The loudspeaker crackled. The buses were ready. There was a 1Vsh of goodbyes. They 

were kind enough to say they'd enioyed our talk; I know I had. 




