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Chapter 7

JUDAISM |15

It was o bright morning. Everything and everyone was fresh. |
began with a bit of personal history, Twenty=-five years ago my father
wrote a book distinguishing the Jewish world outlock from that of

other philesophies 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
spirit that the historic theological differences between the major 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, o
tidal wove of religious passion has rolled across the globe. College
women in lran have thanked the Ayotollah Khomeini for ordering them
back into purdah . Across the Near East immams preach Lm, hely
war, against Isroel, In Ilreland, Lebanon, lran, and India hundreds die
because of doctrinal differences. Nor have religious passions 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 lsrael been exempt. Some of the

settlements on the West Bank serve security purposes, Others are there
142
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because groups like the Gush Emunim, the self=styled 'faithful',
 1sist that a Biblical description of the boundaries of the Promised
Land must determine the foreign policy objectives 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 floating some~
where out there, interesting but archaic. People reminded each other
that Confucius, Jesus, and Hillel each had taught the Geolden 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 religions had been discredited.
Cultural anthropologists had located religion In every known culture,
in the process making it clear that all claims to a lllnnﬂpi.ll'jl" 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 socialist
theory with propaganda designed to encourage political 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 | later got to know, was, in fact, a
communicant of an American civic religion which assumes the unques~
tioned value of democracy, soclal reform, and individual freedom, and
bases its vision in the faith = | use the word deliberately - that what

is contradictory, erratic, or malicious in human action results from

societally induced distortions of our innate decency rather than any




R E——
144

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 vltimately they would be accepted by the rest of the world, There
were still witech 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,
| believe that millions have been brutalized by dehumanizing institu=-
tions and that, as the world's institutions are reformed, our nicer side
will emerge.

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 jungle 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." The Torah makes this peint in the famous
myth of Sodom and Gemorrah, the wicked cities of the Plain. God
decided to destroy these towns for their evil ways, but Abraham
intercedes on behalf of any good folk who might live there: "Will you
sweep away the innocent with the guilty?" When the count was taken,
not even twenty righteous citizens were to be found, but the point had

been made that even in Sodom strong=minded and highly moral individu=

als could survive.
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- | 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 conjecture. No in=
scription has been found identifying any site. Even If we could posi-
tively locate these cities, the Genesis story would still be a myth,

a story whose truth lies below the surface. Oral histories told of the
sudden destruction of these cities and this famous event provided the
appropriate focus for the God~Abraham dialogue which is the heart of
the myth and makes the important point that God is just and not venge~-
ful, reasonable, noet a tyrant, a quite different god from any the pagan
world had.

- Go back to your editor and his ideas that religious 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 simply

ethical., Disturbed by the blind impersonality of the mass society =
T. S. Eliot's line 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 cosmopolitan ideal, "no artificlal

divisions', which had characterized earlier progressive thought, and

recognized the importance of the special and surprising messages.
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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

was the age of born-again evangelism and Jesus Christ Superstar . It

was a time for "Tradition, Tradition".
Moreover, he projected 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 judged 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 families 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 Hassidic story Dad's editor might have 1

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 mirocle would be accomplished and the misfortune averted,

Later, when his disciple, the celebrated Magid of Mezritch, had oc~-

casion, for the same reason, to intercede with Heoven, he would go

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

| do not know how to light the fire, but | am still able to say the

prayer! ' And again the miracle would be accomplished. S5till later,

Rabbl Moshe Leib of Sasov, in order to save his people once mere,

would go into the forest and say: '| do not know how to light the fire,
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| do not know the prayer, but | 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: 'I am unable |
to light the fire and | do not know the prayer; | cannot even find the !l
place in the forest. All | 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 religion. Wiesel

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

p——— .

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 religion is a sad thing. Religions
do create divisions, | lost a good friend who suddenly got all hot
about his Christianity and couldn't leave me alone. He insisted | had
to be saved.

There's no way out. My editor went to school when sociologists
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 well as closeness to your own, |

George Santayana is credited with the observation that to try to
be religious without espousing a specific religion is like trying to

speak without controlling a specific language. Religions perform com=

mon social and psycholegical functions, but identity of function is
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simply that and no more, Catholicism, Shamanism, Shintoism, and the

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

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,
- |f | accept your all=-inclusive definition of rel igion, | can

‘re saying. But limit yourself to the conventional

appreciate what you
religions. Aren't Judaism and Christianity built around similar values?
People speak of @ Judeo=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, o 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=-
prising message,

- We share the Ten Commandments.

The concept more than its specifics. Jews read, "yovu shall not
murder.” Most Christian translations read, "you shall not kill;" their

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

clear intent of the Torah tradition which specifically permits wars of

self-defense and stipulates capital punishment for certaln 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 @ minor difference of trans-
lation?

| think not. You shall not kill suggests both pacifism and 1
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 differently. The Christian vision is of a world
joined in the mystic body of Christ. The Jewish vision emphasizes
Jews secure in Zion and the world enjoying justice and peace. Lit-
tle is said of everyone being joined in one religious communion.

- Such differences are limited to official pronouncements.
People don't care,

Perhaps not, but differences in a religion Inevitably have an
impact on private attitudes. Try a simple test, Ask o few friends
whether or not they agree with the sentence: Faith is a private matter.
| think you will find that most Christians will say "yes' without a

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

about the importance of community. The rabbis described the Jewish
people as an extended family: "all Israel are related.” Jows everywhere

support lsrael, welcome Soviet emigres, and worry about co=religionists

in South Africa and the Argentine, Jewish communities
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in every town of sjize 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

| worked closely on race-related 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. | support the

Planned Parenthood Association, and | 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 soclial problems,

The Jewish tradition emerged in @ 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 disciplines which would free the soul from its

prison within the body. To that end it encouraged ascetic disciplines

G
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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 te be ashamed of physical attrac-

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

the way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent vpon 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 te felklore,
God spends part of each day as a marriage broker and enjoys His work.
A thirteenth-century sage-mystic, Nachmanides, wrote a book which
praised the sexuval relationships between men and women as fulfilling
God's creative purpose, not only because sex produced children but

because pleasure was given and received,

B - B e Lt

- But |. 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 H
their appetites. But the Torah's unitary understanding of human per=
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

geod 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 frem
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

Bertrom Russell, makes it clear in his ﬂfﬁhtﬂl‘ﬂEhI that he has lost

all belief in Christian doctrine, but | came across this paragraph in
which he describes a visit to Greece:

| found myself in a little church belonging to the days

when Greece was part of the Byzantine Empire. To my

astonishment, | felt more at home in this little church -
than | did in the Parthenon or in any of the other |
Greek buildings of Pagan times. | realized then that

the Christian outlook had a firmer hold vpen me than

| had imagined. The held 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 | realized

with some astonishment that |, myself, am powerfully

affected by this sense in my feelings though not in

my beliefs,

| know that the Western Wall in the QOld City of Jerusalem is
essentially a retaining wall built by the tyrant Herod when he decided
to enlarge The Temple's plaza. | dislike the aspect of a religious

circus which | have sometimes found there. Yet, every time | go, | l
am moved. | see, not the stores, but the generations of pious men and

women who braved taunts and attack to pray here for the coming of the

Messiah, and | am moved by the indomitability of the human spirit.
- | can see the impact of American culture but not that of the

Torah tradition.

It's interesting that we work best together on political issves and
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are most apart in the area of personal morality, particularly on family
and sex related issves: birth contrel, diverce, abortion, homosexuality,
etc., where the civil 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 o 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 rel igious school, but
something of the Jewish ethos had gotten through. | remember an early
seventies demonstration in front of the Administration Building of the
university where | teach. | was skirting the crowd on my way te
lecture when | was accosted by a student | 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 silent in a similar sitva~
tion,

- But there's less and less Judaism in the environment in each
generation and so less Jewish impact.

That's not necessarily se. In many homes there is more observance

than in the homes these parents came from. We've already talked about

The Jewish Catalogue phenomenon.

- But that's a temporary third generation phenomenon.

Ne one is sure. For better or worse the more open-minded and

liberal religious approaches seem to be losing ground across the world.
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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, |IFf
anything, the old differences are being reasserted. Fope John Paul is
staunching liberal attitudes towards birth contrel and divorce in his
church., Fundamentalist churches in America are working hard to re~
institute Blue Laws and prayers in public schoel and the rabbinate in
Israel has moved to reject 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 just had a knock down drag ouvt
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 list 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 major. |'ve read that the Reform move~
ment has organized several goy synagogues, The rabbinic tradition
defines homosexuality as a sin. The tradition requires ground burial,
but some congregational cemeteries include mausoleums and niches for

oshes, How can contradictory positions be equally Jewish?
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It's almost 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 homosexval 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 injunction, our general attitude towards change, and whe-
ther our conceptual model for Judaism is the river or the tree. None

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

by the idea of a gay synagogue, | believe a congregation should in-
clude all elements in a community, |'m afraid a single focus synagogue
will mistake its special concern for the wide range of issves Torah
represents,

Rabbinic halacha permits abortion only when there is a direct
threat to the mother's life. Since | define life qualitatively, | have
no problem with abortions authorized when the woman feels emotionally
or physically threatened. Both approaches affirm the sanctity of life.
We differ in the degree to which we will adjust 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 claim te be within the tradition.

Actually, in many ways, our pluralistic community gains from our
disagreements, Debate sharpens awareness and the existence of various |
communities creates options. The more flexible among us force the
formalists to consider whether circumstances have changed so much that

people are being hurt rather than helped by ancient restrictions, and the

-_— 4 s
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formalities force those of liberal spirit to examine their positions
carefully to make sure that they are arguing genvine Torah concerns
and not simply their convenience. | 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
hnew 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
delivery, and only when the dangers to the mother's life were opparent
and a simple excision of the foetus was possible. The rabbis faced o
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 @ 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 issve is
whether to deliver a malformed or unwanted baby.

We all know that anti=semitism doesn't ask a Jew's denomination.
Arguments are in the family. Secularist Jews eat kesher food ot com=~
munity meetings. MNon-orthodox in lsrael certainly resent having to
conform to rabbinic laws of personal status; but all Israeli Jews speak

the same language, study the same history and follow the same calendar.

- | understand family arguments (laughter).
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- When | was in Israel there were pickets in front of a Jerusalem
hospital which was performing autopsies, | 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?

Fach 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 shell 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 histery 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 failing to take into
consideration the circumstances of modern life, The area of women's
rights is perhaps the one where | break most often with the old ways. |
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 quietly spoke up with
some heat. She allowed that she found my discussion interesting but

what had this to do with her and her friends? History is over. Pavl,

— T .
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Augustine, and Nachmanides are long dead. My friends, Christian and
jewish, and | 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 | seriously doubt that he made his decision on the basis of
any Torah texts,

You're right, from your perspective. |'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 exparts
on human development. More Jews read "Dear Abbey" than Nachmanides.
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 Christological 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." There may be theological and rituval dif-
ferences, but on the human level where it counts, aren't most young
Jews and Christians cut of the same cloth?

| can't be truly human if | lack a compelling vision of life's co-

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

with a remarkably good track record, Where it had once been chic to
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disparage the dietary laws as ouwdated public health measures and mock
the tallit and tefillim as peculiar prayer uniforms, in recent years
social scientists have studied the psychological and societal function of

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

Rituval Is in. 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 unknewn in tra-
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' religious ways and discarding many of
their moral values. 'Give me that old time religion and the new mor-
ality.'" | sometimes feel that we're like a young child who drags along
his security blanket whenever he leaves his room,

In some contexts, new morality may be simply a euphemism for the
old immoralities. Careless sex is simply careless and what is euphe-
mistically called an open marriage anything but a stable relationship.
The older forms are not the only ways to be "holy". Kiddushim implies
an unshakable concern for the sanctity of human relationships, not o
requirement that our homes and marriages duplicate those of our parents,

The new morality Is not the first new morality in Jewish life. 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 judge?

| look to see whether a change attempts to adjust standards of
loyalty, responsibility, and honest feeling to a new situatien 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 child, and bring dignity to old age. The older family had
an authoritarian base. In @ 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, Ii‘ 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 net, There is a broad consensus in such areas as the sanc~
tity of family, respect of persons, race relations, the well=cultivated
mind, compassion, sensitivity and empathy, peace, man's careful
stewardship of God's gift of life and the good earth. The problem is
that we no longer :n:‘:ur homes on a daily basis how these values are
worked out, Our problem is a lack of role models, not a lack of rules.

The Torah contains the fixed and the dynamic, both specific

commandment and general principle, and o surprising amount of differen t
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opinions. The book of Leviticus mandates a rich and complex sacri-
ficial code; Amos and Isalah 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 Jervsalemites who had taken
non-Judean wives to put them away, We know that the rabbinic schools
of Hillel and Shammali debaoted several dozen issves over several decades
and that there are many differing opinions ameng 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."

which includes strong differences of opinion. That's @ hard concept.
| 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 family

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

Questions of faith could permanently estrange significant elements
of the community of fate. Family life requires compromise and patience,
and there are those of 'there is no other way but mine' persvasion, But

in Cleveland all the congregations meet to talk of shared concerns; and

on the national level there's a Synagogue Council.
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- What will hold such a disparate iumnunltr 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.
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Chapter 8

BUT | DON'T BELIEVE IN GOD

- My problem is that the synagogue is a place for believers and
I'm not sure | believe in God. It was Friday morning. Sabbath eve
sarvices were scheduled, It was the first time the question of faith
in a personal God had come vp.

Mo one signs articles of faith when they jein a congregation.
Synagogue rolls and services are open to all who care about the Torah
tradition and the Jewish people.

- But | feel out of place.

That feeling is in you, not in the synogogue.

Before we begin the Kol Nidre service on Yom Kippur 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 becaome
martyrs. Others chose to dissimilate. As you can imagine, those who
became Christians were not whole-hearted and, on this holiest of
days, many yearned to worship in the familiar way; so a formula was
introduced which said simply: permission exlists even for apostates to
join in this service,

The synagogue began as a beit am, o local center where meeting,
study and informal worship took place, It was only after the destruc=
tion of the Jerusalem Temple by the Romans that the synagogue took
on some of the aspects of a sanctuary. The community needed a re-

ligious center and rites like the blowing of the shofar and the bless-

ing of the lulay and ethrog, once limited to The Temple, were
163
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transferred to the synagogue whose "holiness" was thereby enhanced,
Yet, the synagogue never gave up entirely its original popular and
nformal 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 all who are thirsty come and drink."

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

Caught up as we all 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.
5till, 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
fer 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 where they can touch
base .,

- But | feel a hypocrite at services.

A hypocrite puts on o false face and plays a role designed to
delude. When you enter no one stands to gain except yourself, There

are no points to be made., We come In search, if we do not come in

faith; and there is nothing hypocritical in admitting that simple fact.
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- How can any modern believe in God?

| do. Life is net a chance chemical explosion or a hapless,
hopeless passage from cradle to crypt; purpose and promise are implicit
+o creatien. 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 | do not need to

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

- You're a rabbi.

| wasn't always.

= How did it happen?

Slowly and quietly. In school everything | studied suggested a
creative unity within and behind the universe. History was my field
and every place | touched the human experience | sensed the divine

capacity of the human soul.

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

a night wrestling with this question,

Faith, |'ve decided, is much like love. Some relationships
are tempestuous and full of unexpected turns. Some wrestle the long
night with their doubts, remember the image of Jacob wrestling with
the angel; others simply, often unconsciously, let God in and that's
that,

= My father often sald that God discussions are pointless and
dangerous. The believer cannot convince the atheist, and the atheist
cannot convinece the hl_ll_“r. Generally, he said, all you had was a

shouting match. |

- i
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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-
firmations.

Each year | spend a good bit of time discussing the essentials of
the Torah tradition with my Confirmation class. | explain as much as
can be explained of our concept of God, prayer, and holiness, | tell
these fourteen and fifteen-year olds how the Jews were revolted by the

gross sexvality and the morbidity of Canaanite and Egyptian paganism;

how in a polytheistic environment some of our ancestors came to the
inspired vision of the one universal God; how all images, stotues, 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 lsraelites were the first to hold, "Have we not all one Father?
Has not one God created us all?™

| discuss with them some of the medieval philosophizing about God
and His attributes; what we can know about God and what remains for-
ever unknown; and | describe the various ways in which modern thinkers

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

and explained, much remains, for | am a rabbi, not an historian of re=
ligion, and this is @ Confirmation class, not a course in comparative
religion, | am less concerned with what was once believed as with what
these students belleve; and so we spend much time talking over their
philosophies, not as grand or as oerdered perhaps as those of Philo, Mai=

monides, or Spinoza, but their own, honest,

L R
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Fourteen=year olds remind me of butterflies beginning te 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 hoppening. 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 hod 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. | still remember that date and time, seven
p.m,, Noevember 12, /977. He was in Junior High School at the time.
He had an afternoen 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 cajole 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, “| must play this game; let none of my customers complain to
the Circulation Manager. Please, God, just 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 | asked a class to set down their beliefs, | asked them

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

brought several of their 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 while

| realize the cruelty and insensibility of it and that's
when | begin to wonder. We can't just be here to dis-
agree, fight, and eventually blow ourselves to bits.

There must be some purpose or reason behind us. That is
when | think of God, This ideal is, in a measure, a
crutch to lean on, It gives me some hope for the future.

| believe | have outgrown the 'old man in the sky watching over
me' type of feeling though | can't really describe what has
replaced it. Sometimes | can't really accept God, | know
you'd like me to, but | might as well be honest about it =
probably because the abstract concept is over my head.
When | look around and see the hatred and ugliness, |
don't understand how God could allow it. The closest |
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 | believe about God. | think that

there must be something - something larger, better than

man, that is within each person helping to draw the line

between what is right and what is wrong. | cannot admit '
to myself that there is a Supreme Being whom we call

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

that when | do something wrong it is all predestined and

that there is nothing | can do about it, but | con't., How-

ever, there must be something bigger than science guiding *
life, love, fear and all things. This | do believe, |

cannot simply state, 'there lives a God,' because | just

don't know. | don't really feel qualified to give an honest

opinion.

| have not yet developed any definite ideas about God and
| probably won't for a long time. | feel there is some
reason and some kind of logic In life and why men live,
but | 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. | feel it is accepted only
after accepting certain things on faith., | 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 like
bloodshed, why war? |f God wants peace, why battle?

If God wants unity ameng men, why segregation? | feel
that man as a society is much too complex to push off on 'I
something man doesn't even comprehend. | furthermore think
that with advancement will come a totally new idea as to
what controls us = an idea which will be able to be ex=
pressed In mathematical symbols, | alse belleve 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?

Certalnly. Remember Tennyson: "There is more faith in honest
doubt than in half your creeds.,” 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 Immanvel 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., Will 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
believer 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.

| told them about a collegian who had had a spiritual awakening;

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

the rabbinate as a profession. | happened to have these papers on my

desk and | asked him to read several. He read with attention and with
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increasing puzzlement: "How can you confirm them? Read this.”

The many morals and standards of our religion greatly influence my life.

| believe in living o good moral life as taught by my religion and

parents, but | think that religion, not God so much, seems to affect my

life at present. To me God is an abstract word to whom people pray and

about whom | am not sure what | believe, since | haven't spent much

time thinking about it up te now. | plan to wait so that | con better under -

stand myself before reaching any conclusions about God.

What's the problem?

= He doesn't believe in God. How can you confirm him?

Have you never had doubts?

= Certainly, but | now have faith.

Were you certain as an adolescent, always certain?

= No.

Were you confirmed?

- Yes.

| used on old rabbinic phrose, ‘Let your ears hear what your mouth hos said,' Con-
firmation is a stage in one's Jewish growth, not a public testimony te a full and unshakable
faith, On Confirmation Day the pledge speaks of belonging and becoming rather than specifi=
colly of doctrine, "With all my heart, soul and might, | will strive to fulfill the holy pur-
poses of Judaism ,”

- Some years ago | went to a friend’s Confirmation in her church, It seems to me she
recited whaot the program called a Confession. All | remember is that it began, 'l believe.'
At various times groups and individuals have drawn up what they considered to be the

principle of the Jewish faith. Moses Maimonides' Thirteen Articles represent the best known of
these efforts. A century later a poet abbreviated Maimonides' extended discussion into thir-
teen brief statements, each of which begins, "Anl Ma'amim ,' | believe, !‘I‘l”’l'llﬂ"lrll"l'ﬂ'
gogues these were recited during services. Other groups and individuals have denlied thot
Judaism demands doctrinal affirmation, Moses Mendelsohn's statement that Judaism has no
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dogmas is the best known of these arguments which rest on the assertion thet Judaism is a tra=
dition based on deed rather than creed.

- Who was right?

Both and neither, Maimonides was right that Judaism embraces a spacial message .
Mendelsohn was right that rabbinic Judaism has emphasized works rather than words and defines
the Jew by membership in the community rather than by an cath of allegiance to a set of
doctrines.

| respect this emphasis, because it focuses religious life on a whole range of cultural
values rather than on agreement to another's formulation. When | first learned the Ani

Ma'amim , | found myself saying: | 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 |
read Malmonides' extended explanation of these five articles | found that he treated them
sensitively and subtly and that each raised a theme which | no longer dismissed 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 examined; and, even as | use this analogy,
| recognize why Maimonides was interested in dogmatics. A biopsy is an hparl'm! diognostic
tool. The state of the faith needs to be examined from time to time.

The label, God, can be used for all kinds of deities. Some precision is important.
Mmihmmumihlmmwﬂlmw

- We haven't ntnlrl!ﬂlﬂ-lﬂ

I'm talking of m not ;
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and concluding affirmation of Yom Kippur and the final affirmation spoken by the Jew before
he dies. Monatheism, the Jew's perception of God, belief in the one God, or at least belief
in the unity of all that is, now seems almost a self-evident idea, since it is shared by the major
faiths and seems confirmed by our science, which insists that there are overarching, natural
laws which bind all that is together,

- | 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,” | can't believe thot the
wonder that is nature is the result of a chemical accident. | once memorized a sentence of
Einstein's: "The scientist's religious feeling takes the form of a rapturous amazement ot the
hammony 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 vHerly insignificant
reflection.”

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

An early eighteenth century New England Catechism written by a good New England
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 | have twisted the old doggerel into o 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. ﬂinﬁnﬂmdmﬂunlghl*ynﬂmnph:ld in

the moming by the sun which moved in a different orbit. The wind rose and blew and no man
knew from where it came, Streams bubbled up from seemingly bottomless sources. Each element
in nature was distinctive and appaared self-actuating. In pre=scientific societies polytheism

seemed self-evident since the activity of nature could be explained only by assuming an in=

dwelling spirit or god in each element,

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

The ancients did not actually worship sticks or statues. They saw their idols as




173

representations of the complex and not totally coherent world of powers which presumedly
resided in nature. Open an acomn end you will not find @ diminutive cak tree, How else then
account for the tree's growth but by the postulate of an indwelling God Who makes it grow

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

in the east each dawn. Experience showed that physical objects do not move themselves.

How else account for its movement except by some such myth as that of Apollo and his chariot?
We sense pattemn 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 unpredictable. 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 objects, it was only natural to believe that the
gods were indwelling. Ancient men worshipped ot various shrines where particular rites were
performed by appointed priests for the purpose of placating the god's anger or gaining favor.
The Hebrews, too, hod 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. prophets
emerged who taught the people that “the whole earth is full of His glory” and that shrine
activity should not be the major focus of the religious life.

- I'm fascinated by place, You can tell so much about people from their homes and
about a country by the way it keeps up its cities and countryside. | spent a summer wandering
in Europe and, after | tired of cathedrals and palaces, | began to look for synagogues. The
ones | found were modest in the extreme and intimate. Obviously people counted and felt
God to be close, caring rather than a distant, awesome heavenly emperor.,

There have been cathedral-type synogogues, but you're right for the most part the syna-
gogue was unpretentious. It was not God's house or the place where a royal audience was
held, but the home of a Jewish community where Torch was read, worship celebrated, God
adored, and where the Jew wos reminded that he was never apart from God.

—
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- | always thought the polytheism=-monotheism switch was a relatively hamless numbers
game .

Actually, it represents one of the great watersheds in human thought. Monotheism
aised God above nature. "In the beginning God created.” Man no longer felt himself sub-
servient to the unpredictable forces of nature but covenanted to the Creator God Whe, accord-
ing to Genesis, had given man power to subdue the animal kingdom and to use nature fo his
benefit. This shift in perspective increased man's self-assurance and sense of worth. It also
set the stoge for science, Gods cannot be investigated; their actions are autonomous and
there fore unpredictable; but, if nature is distinct from God, is not God but object, then there
are pattemns 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 Trojan war began in an argument over the winner
of a Heavenly beauty contest - and the activities and whims of the gods often tumed out fo be
harmful 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 thought which germinated among those who no longer equated
nature's unpredictability with the activities of the various gods born and who had begun to con-
ceive and shape worship as thanks=speaking rather than as a form 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 truly desires is "a humble and contrite heart."

Idolatry encourages the snobbery which characterized certain tasks as noble and others
as demeaning. Blue bloods were descendants of the major gods; ordinary folk were children of
a lesser god. Landed gentry held merchants in disrepute. In the pagan world nobles entered a
shrine by one door, commoners by another.  Monotheism led inevitably to democracy. If
all have one father, God values equally the various labors we each do. The Torch tradition
became a scholarly tradition, yet no attempt was mads to disguise the fact that some of the
sages eamned their living as shoemakers, nnlﬁl:. and craftsmen. Jewish folk legend includes
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many versions of the ¢ity mouse-country mouse variety. There are no menial tasks only mean-
minded snobs.

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

|dolatry 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 nobility .
far more than those of the peasant and lower castes. The slave had no protection at all. If
a slave was murdered by o free man, no charge of murder was leveled and the matter was con=
cluded. His owner was paid the dead man's market value as restitution. Idolatry 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 emerge only among a people
long accustomed to monotheism. If God is one and His reach is world=wide, all peoples are
His creatures and @ myth such as that of Adam and Eve Is developed which binds all humans

into a single family! One Creator, one humanity; one moral law for all,

The idolator saw himself as @ pawn and plaything of the gods, powerless against fate .
Concelving God as one permitted men to consider the possibility that justice could be expected
in life since there was only the one God whose naturs was both just and dependable. The pagan

felt that you took what the gods meted out. The Hebrew felt that you get what you deserve,

il
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and the goal of a religious life became the building of a worthy personal record rather than
offering lavish sacrifices or reciting magical incontations, Monotheism provided worship its
ethical dimension. The liturgy of both Rosh Hashanch and Yem 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 these services, never more pointedly or poignantly than in o

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 judge, accuser and all-knowing witness, You
write and seal, record and number, remember all things that have been forgotten, open the
book of remembrances wherein each deed speaks of itself, Overhead a great shofar is
sounded, the angels join in fear and cry out: 'Behold the day of judgment'.” The idea that
each of us is being constantly judged is a dominant and recurrent theme in the Toroh 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 rightecusness can avert the
severe decree.”

|dolatry encouroged excessiveness. God is One introduced a welcome measure of
balance to ethical discussion. In the pagon myths each of the gods was endowed with specific
virtues or qualities. There was a god of love, another of war, another of wisdom. There
wos a god of life and there wos o god of the Kingdom of the Deod. Egch god encouraged his
communicants to shape their lives around his attribute; but, as Aristotle observed in his Ethicy
any virtue taken to excess becomes a vice. The Egyptians so centered their worship on death
and immortality that they literally buried in the uncaring sand wealth that might have lifted
the burden of abjectness from the masses ond guaranteed the nation a prosperous future .

If you worshipped the great Fire god, Maloch, your worship consisted of having a son
mhﬁhrnlkmhﬂmmﬁﬂﬁ#hhﬂnﬁihﬂﬂﬂ altor. If you
belonged to one of the agricultural cults of Canaan you worshipped ot a shrine where the earth's
fertility wos stimulated by orgiastic rite ot which worshippers impregnated the shrine's female
attendants, @ form of sympathetic mogic designed to fertilize the earth. In the Torch tradition

—_— — —_— -
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children are carefully nurtured, not sacrificed, and the earth's fartility 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.”

- 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 themselves. Some worship o guru. The Communists' idol is the ideclogy 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 wars which the worship of the one God encouraged are the
wars ogainst want, injustice, and man's cruelty to his neighbor.

- Why is the Shema possessive of God? "The Lord, mGﬂfI,"Gnd isn't ours.

You've elided the text. The Shema reads:"Hear, O lsrael, the Lord is our God, the Lord
is one." God isn't ours, but we have a special perception of God and a special relationship fo
God.

- You're talking about the covenant.

Yes, and about Israel's special perception of God. Every theistic religion fills the
nome, God, with its special perceptions. lsrasl's God was not only one, beyond any single
attribution, but bound to a particular covenant, that is, perceived as both just and gracious.

When the Torah is taken out from the ark the service generally, calls for a recitation of o
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sentence from £ xodus which lists God's altributes: "The Lord, the Lord God is merciful and
gracious, long=suffering and abundant in goodness and ever true, keeping mercy for thousands,
forgiving iniquity, transgression and sin." God con 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.

- | thought Judaism taught that God coyld 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 desth of his father; reminded Moses of his duty; so, “Aﬂﬁ_r the Lord your God
shall you walk ."

- You're getting chead of me. You haven't explained how the lsroelites made the con-
ceptual leap from idolatry to monotheism?

Some have tried to explain “the Lord is one” as an insight bom of living on the edge
of empty wildemess. 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 all discrete phenomena.

- That's a dramatic theory, but not convincing. There were many bedouin tribes. Why
were the Hebrews the only group to outgrow paganism?

Others reverse the argument and explain monotheism as an insight born of living on the
edge of civilizotion, As desert folk the lsroelites watched with detached amusement as one
city-state conquered another to be in tum congquered by a third and how, after each overthrow,

the victims demoted the gods of the defeated city to a subordinate place In their pantheon. Ac-
cording to this theory, the haplessness of the gods to arrest this endless cycle of victory and
defeat led our fathers to seek the unity behind the parade .

- An equally unsatisfactory explanation. It has the same flaw. Apparently 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 all 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 God, all-powerful, all-embracing, @ 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 concems, if he in foct 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 lsrael
was still young, @ 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 years, argued ogainst it; but,
somehow, a few nen reached out and understood.

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

The bush is an element in a dramatic myth which like many myths is truer than if it
were literally true . Sometimes when you puzzle over a problem a totally unexpected answer
flashes into your mind. | believe that Moses, or another, puzzled over the incongruities of
idolatry and that in his mind o new understanding of the creative and mysterious reality behind

the world of things and appearances began to take shape. | believe in radical surprise which is

what | believe is meont by revelation.
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- Do you mean that God actually described Himself to Moses?

Franz Rosenzweig suggested some years ago that the Torah's language describing Sinal,
"and God came down and God spoke, " should be carefully considered. "God came down," he
said, concludes the revelation; “God spoke” begins Moses' interpretation. The miracle is thot
God, meaning, presented itself; once it is present a human mind appropriates the idea and
expresses it as best it con.

- Hold up. I'm confused, | know Judaism teaches God's oneness, but |'ve been reading
I. B. Singer and his stories are full of demons and spirits. |f God is One and these stories are
uuth:micj:r::ii these lesser gods come from? Is Judaism really @ monotheist tradition?

In terms of theology, yes. In terms of popular credulities, no. The faith consistently
has proclaimed God alone. When stories were told of spirits or demons, on attempt was made
to make clear that these were not independent powers. God has dominion over all that is, the
seen and the unseen. Satan in the Job story is not an independent power but an angel in Ged's
court who must get God's permission before Job con 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 often compromised by popular faith.

- Popular faith is just a euphemism for superstition.

Jews were often superstitious, Were, Are,

Life is full of premonitions which ore not fully understood 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 ours is the Age of Aquarius. Oneness is @
concept which is hard for the mind to grasp. How do you envision what cannot be seen, touched,
or described?

= But I'm not superstitious.

Then why are you wearing @ Hai emblem around your neck?

= It's my identification as a Jew.

Don't you feel just a bit unprotected when you forget to put it on?

——_4
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- Enough . |'ve got another question. Why did our ancestors take axes to Canaan's
idols? | know a collector who will pay thousands of dollars for those statues, They're quite
beautiful. Weren't they being fanatics? We don't go around knocking other people's religions,
much less cutting down their shrines.

The Torah insists that there was to be no accommodation with idolatry. "Obliterate the
foreign gods that are in your midst." Pagan high places must be torn down and ploughed under.
The sacred groves must be cut down and the wood used for fuel . Foreign gods were mocked.
They were vanity, nothingness, shameful and worse. |dolatry equated the gods and power. An-
cient Israel had no Natienal Conference of Idolators 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 indecency, injustice,

J

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 complete revision of the most
cherished values of a long=lived and coherent culture.

- All that's history . ldolatry died with the pagan world. No one makes idols.

Don't they? What are those plastic figures | see on so many cor dashboards? Innocent,
you say? Perhaps, unless the driver is convinced that because they are there he can floor the
accelerator pedal without danger.

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

I'll agree that idol making is not a growth industry, but Idolatry still thrives.

The Torah defines as idolatry the worship of anything real or imaginary other than God
Himself. One such idol is nﬂdﬁ#ﬂﬂr&ﬂ.ﬂh’ﬁhﬁfﬂﬂl. There is the delity
of the white skin and the deity of color. What of the patron god of the self-righteous nation?

We are scandalized that some ancients offered human sacrifices. | put fo you that each decade
i :1' .

[
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or so we offer a holocaust of our best and brightest fo the god of national ambition, or is it the
god of national greed?

|dolatry comes easily. We tend to project info the heavens a rather indulgent deity
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 enjoying 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 | recite the Shema
| 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.

|t was getting late. | suggested a related thought to mull over at services. A person

naver rises above the God whom he worships.

|




Chapter ?
THE GOD WHO LETS US CRY

Late at night. The service had been a worm moment. A few of us had retired to the
oldtimer's bunk, Coffee, doughnuts and quiet talk. Fer some reason, | had been rambling on
a bit about a recent trip to China.

The astronauts reported that the Great Wall was the only man-made object they could
identify from space. Jewish history, like the Great Wall, is vast, sweeping and highly visible .
One of the special feelings | enjoy as a Jew is that | am part of a truly significant enterprise which
will outlive me,

- There is no particular virtue in longevity. | 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
and being cared for. Old oge is a cane and foiling eyesight . Besides, there are 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 yourself? | remember a survey
course in world history | took as a college freshmen. 'We spent o day on the lsroelites and the
Hebrew Bible. The prof talked about its original ideas but made it clear that the Bible's im=-
portance to Western civilization wos due largely to Christianity's later interest in it. After that
lecture neither the hwﬂipmhmwmmhdﬂlllﬂmmm
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and the gas chamber, | draw no encouragement from our lengthy record as history's mest avail-
able victim.

| quoted Justice Brandeis: "The Jew gave to the world its three greatest religions,
reverence for law, and the highest conceptions of morality, " but even os | did | knew that the
judge's testimony did not adequately make my case, so | resorted to a question: why do you think
the Jew was such a frequent victim?

- 'We were there and a minority .

- The Christ=killer myth,

- We wouldn't be baptized.

| 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 justice are sanctified in the Hebrew Bible; and ideclogues of the

left went along with anti-semitism because the Torah tradition values each person and rejects
any claim that noble ends justify immoral means or that the individual must subordinate his
rights to the collective.

= I'm not sure | follow your analysis. Anti-semitism describes prejudice against Jews
not Jewish ideas.

The Jew, the black, any distinctive outsider is what he is and what the majority think
him to be. The Jew intemalized many Torch volues and the non-Jew projected on to the Jew
what he assumed Judaism stood for. We denied his religion, so it.was almost inevitable that he
should see us as subversive.

Kings claimed the right to rule as they saw fit, the Hebrew tradition rejected all claims
to absolute authority . Priests and popes belleved they controlled the keys to the kingdom, but
Jews acted os ifﬂwhﬂiﬂww%hn Monks denied basic
physical needs believing mm /5 while rabbis married and went out into
the world. Theologians axplain I Christ | m who alone could
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read the original text, insisted otherwise. Simply by being, the Torah challenged all claims
to arbitrary authority and privilege.

= Oh come on, they went after us because we would not bow to their gods, play in
their games, or eat in their restaurants.

Prejudice begins in the myths of the bigoted, not in the acts of the calumnied.

- There are prejudices and prejudices. |'ve always wondered why anti-semitism haos
appealed to so many so powerfully,

It's one of the few prejudices which has religious sanction. Its roots are in the New
Testoment 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 prejudice ?

The gospel writers, aided and abetted by Paul, set up the Torah tradition as the straw
man ogainst which they could score polemical points. They sterectyped Judaism as a dry and
lifeless legalism ond Jewish leaders as lying hypocrites and narrow-minded priests. They mocked
the Jewisth 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 oudiences were prepared
to look on Jews as enemies of legitimate authority, obstinate rebels who refused to see the value
of the Pax Romana.

Some Church Fathers went further and developed what Jules Isaac has called a theology |
of contempt whose basic MlﬂMGﬂhﬂMHhTﬂh be destroyed as punish-
ment for their crimes ond sentenced the Jews to etemal wandering. God meant for the Jew to
be punished, and obviously no God-fearing peron would go against God's will. Christians were
made to feel that they obeyed God when they forced the Jew.to wear o demeaning costume,
denied the Jew standing in law, and set up the rules of apartheid which govemed Christian=Jewish
relations for fifteen hundred years. The Greek orthod an, Nicholas Berdyosv, said it

L
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well: "Perhaps the saddest thing to admit is that those who rejected the Cross have to carry it,
while those who welcomed It are so often engaged In crucifying others.”

- Why didn't anti-semitism weaken over the centuries as most myths do?

Because there we were, Becouse the Gospel story could not be revised. Because our
presence kept alive ideas and values which challenged the self~confident assumptions of the
maijority .

A century ago the ministers of the Czar talked candidly about their policy of deliberately
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 official doctrine,
but forbade those who could read the text, the Jews, from discussing it with Christians lest they
be led into heresy.

Because Christianity claimed to be the truth, but the Jew was obstinate and would not
see 'the truth'. For those to whom Christian teachings seemed self-evident, Jewish non-agreement
could only be explained as due to a spiritual blindness, o deformity God had placed on all Jews
until the Second Coming. Otherwise, they would have had to admit the inadmissible that there
were valid reasons to doubt the Church's confidence in its teachings. We have seen religion's
certifying function. The Jews' simple presence was a challenge to Christian confidence.

To probe into the causes of anti-semitism is to understand something of what the Jew has
meant to civilization.

= I'm not sure | like the idea of being a whipping boy bacause the world is protective of
fomiliar ideas and unwarranged privileges.

It's not been an unrelieved horror story. During the Biblical period the Jewish experience
was not particularly bitter; and, in many places since, there hove been extended periods of
quiet settlement. -

- But the fact remains that we've had more than our share.
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I'm not quite sure what a fair share is. Let's not play the ‘who's suffered most' game.
History tells us that there has been a great deal of suffering and that the world is not a fair
place. Why are some bomn to luxury and some into the poverty of Bangladesh., The question to
which faith suggests an answer is, shall we bless God or blame Geod 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
the end only words. | am convinced that Jews owe their instinct for justice equally to Amos
and apartheid and that many of the fine qualities which 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. My father, an old socialist, keeps reminding me that it was a Jew who
owned the sweat shop where he first worked.

Not all Jews are sensitive or charitable or committed to social justice; but a remarkable
number were and are, The ghetto was a dismal place whose high walls rarely let in the sun-
light, but within this cramped area Jews constructed a remarkably compassionate community .

A medieval Jewish community was a miniature welfare state, replete with groups which
provided dowries for poor girls, travel money for the stranded, medicine for the sick, tuition for
those requiring scholarship aid, as well as direct financial assistance for the poor.

- Aren't you rationallzing?

- The real issue is God, Why did Jews have to face such a cruel existence? Where was
God? Why did God let Jews suffer as they have? Your analysis of anti=semitism suggests
Mﬁﬁmmm&m then the Torah tradition with its emphasis
on Divine Providence falls apart and Auschwit: z marks the end o ﬁlhhﬂ#ﬂ
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Recently @ 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?

| wrote back that Ged had not performed the operation or decided to have it per-
formed, The mistakes were medical ones. If we praise God for freedom, a mind and will of
our own, then we must be prepared not to blame him for human decisions which are harmful or
have undesired results. The blessing of freedom Is medical research. The price medical 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 control 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=consclousness, the quality
which distinguishes the human being from the animal, requires that history depend in part on
our activity and judgment, Growth requires the possibility that our actions may be terribly
wrong .

- But why doesn't God stop war?

Becouse we're adults not angry children who need to be pulled apart by a gym instructor. F

How will we leamn if we don't have to suffer the consequences of our actions? We're back to
the paradox that if God were fo restrict man's freedom and power He would be narrowing our
responsibilities and diminishing our control over our lives. If our capacity for mischief were

diminished, so would our capacity for significant achievement. The point Is God did not make
us inadequate to the moral challenges we face.

~ But we don't seem to leam.

Is that God's problem or ours? It would be God's problem If He had given us freedom
but no reason or will or Instruction. The polnt Is we know better than to murder millions. We
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have sufficlent will power to discipline our actions. The simple truth is that God has not failed

us, We fall 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 all we needed. Before peoples cut down l
the jungle and overcropped the land, Bangladesh supported a thriving civilization. Most human

suffering is the fault of other humans. y

- We were talking about yellow badges, pogroms, Stalin, Hitler, and Arab wars against
lsrael . Why continue a pilgrimage which obviously angers 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 difficult years. The Temple had been de- |
stroyed. Jerusalem had been razed. Many had been physically uprooted and exiled. A
question of significance faced those whe thought about the Jewish religion. Wheat could an
exiled people, prisoners and little esteemed, contribute to the unfolding of history. He
answered his own question. Their role was to be God's suffering servants. They were to proclaim

God's will by example and by word to nations comfortable with idolatry and the limited values
of the pagan world. The sleeper wants only to squash the nolsy mosquito which buzzes around
his heod so that he can go back to his slumber, "so Israel wos despised, forsaken of man, o
people of pain from whom others hid their faces,” lsrael is the nagging conscience of the world,
As long os Israel remains, the world's Mmuﬁlﬂu
- But why lay all this on the Jews? =
I don't know . Remember: “seek not to explain God's ways fo man because those are

beyond your
R W—
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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. | often think of Dickens' famous sentence: "It was the best of times. It was the
worst of times," Billions are spent on weapons, and millions seek to throw off the limitations of
ignorance and insensitivity . Millions seem to be listening to God and choosing life.

The death camps are a truth, but not the whole truth. What about Hitler's bomb
shattered bunker in Berlin and 1948 and the creation of the State of lsrael? Think again about
the mysterious significance of Jewlsh history.

- But six million did not survive to contemplate the mysterious significance of Jewish
history .

| know, and | ery and remind myself of what | do not understand and of the psalmist's
faith: "though He slay me, yet will | believe in Him." | don't have answers, but | am a Jew
and my myths describe the hardships of the wilderess trek and arrival in the Promised Land and
the fact that, if the tribes had not repeatedly rejected the will of God, clear duty, they would
have reached Canaan much sooner.

- Your approach is a bracing one; but many MNazis survived the war and became pros-
perous in post=war Germany, and the six million were dead. To say we are responsible 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. | have no answer. At this point reason must give way to faith,
| know only this, that | owe it to my past not to abandon our witness to truths mankind cannot

offord to deny for the price of rejection is the end of civilization.
After a moment, | fumed back o the problem of God and suffering.
smm-uiﬂ&'n Eﬁnﬁﬁ%’hﬁﬂnﬂ#ﬁh h#“b-lr
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our prayers.
It also says that God knows our prayers 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 not proven by whether
He permits 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 possibility and it is up fo 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 emotional reserves; but is not efficacious
in the sense of making God respond to our needs,

| guess we all pray at times for a miracle, Abe Lincoln said it: | find myself down on
my knees when | have no place else to go. That kind of prayer is elemental and explosive
rather then a product of sober reflection. The Toroh 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.

- | can't get beyond the horror that six million were killed.

And many millions more, Jews were not the only victims. You ask for reasons. Reasons
are words., These events are elemental and beyond reason's grasp. They cannot be explained,
but they can be transcended. Ultimately reason must give way to faith if we are not fo be
paralyzed by our inability to explain. If life were reasonable, people would never have
created religions, There would have been no need. Remember religion's function Is fo confirm
and affirm an ultimate purpose = to prove that chaos does not rule the world. Faith allows us
to carry on despite the cruelties we experience. The watchwords of the Brotzlaver Hassidim says

it simply: Gewalt, Yiden, zeit sich nit meyaesh - for God's sake, Jews, do not despair, These

words only repeat the Psalmist's pledge: "though He (God) slay me, yet will | believe in Him.,"
Faith describes convictions held despite contradictory experiences. The Hebrew word for faith
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is emunah which comes from a root which means holding firm.

= 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 concem can make a difference.

- | 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 ourselves with fiction.

- Are we?

| think not, Recent history cannot be read as unrelieved tragedy. Sweeping political
and social changes are taking place. The masses are coming alive and their individuality and
potential is being revealed. An unsettled soclety is full of frustration and potential violence;
but our convulsions also suggest our potential for effective change. You can't have the one
without the other. The anclents knew this. Almost every scenario about the Messianic Age
assumes that it will be preceded by a time of unprecedented trouble, The most famous of these
images is a homely one, Just as a child's delivery is preceded by birth pangs, the Messianic
Age, according to tradition, will be preceded by the birth pangs of the Messich.

- How does one acquire such a faith?

It's a matter of opening up the inner eye, of seeing what Is always there but which we
rarely notice, being preoccupled as we are with the routine demands of life.

= lsn't faith simply self-hypnosis?

Illusion has no basis in reality. | quoted a few lines from Abraham J . Heschel,

Faith does not spring out of nothing. It comes with the hﬂm
ﬂf”.ﬂ"ﬂ“l - 8 ® Hﬂlhﬂmnhm# b
1, out fo

does not suspend reason, It Is not to .
ﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂlﬂﬁ_h“ﬂm uh- . "8 ;‘h a
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Jews suffered more than any other group?

They haven't. Sum&duymuduhlﬂurrnfﬂuhmwnrthuﬂm:u. Jews have had |
our share and more, but | doubt that we're number one on the most persecuted list.

- Then why have Jews suffered as much as they have?

Deuteronomy offers one explanation: you get what you deserve, |'m talking about
covenant theology, the old idea that God rewards loyalty ond punishes disloyalty. The prophets
who applied this grading system to contemporary events insisted that Israel's sufferings - they
meant everything from bad harvests to military defeat = were the result of the community's
failure to live up to the terms of the covenant, This view provided, until our day, one of the
myths through which the Jew has explained to himself his fate. It runs this way. At Sinal we
signed on to the covenant and agreed to its conditions, including a list of rewards for obedience
and punishments for defoult. The prophets of lsroel "heard" God "render judgment”. When
defeat came it was seen as a deserved punishment, "Becouse they sell the righteous for silver

and the needy for a pair of shoes and trample the head of the poor in the dust of the earth , , . .

Therefore . ." !

- | find it infinitely sad that some Jews went to their deaths in Nazi Europe, beating
their breasts and confessing, 'It Is because of our sins.’

So do |. So did the writers of apocalypse who followed the prophets who insisted in
their writings that God determines the course of history for His own purposes. There's some truth
to both contentions. A nation that plays the power game will ot some point find that it's no
game, but | don't believe that life operates like a classroom, that hard and conscientious work
guarantees good grades, At best, fo quote our sages, the reward of the good deed Is the deed
itself, Job's challenge to his comforters who defended the operation of God's grading system
was based solidly on experience; I've seen some healthy and prosperous bastards; yet, | must
add that aver time there does seem to be something of a balancing out. lsrael Is, and many o
more powerful empire is not. | also belleve that there are spiritual rewards which do not depend
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on wealth or security: " Better a small morsel and quiet therewith than o house full of feasting and
strife "

- You're beginning to sound like one of Job's comforters.

Their observations of human nature were often accurate. They argued that suffering is
good for the soul, that through storms we grow. Prosperity, they said, tends to make us ob~-
livious to human need, Grief and pain con expose our latent capacity for empathy . | knew a
young couple, born to wealth, who were devoted to nothing beyond themselves until a child
developed a rare and dangerous blood disease. Forced out of themselves they grew into caring
people and have devoted much time to the support of pediatric medicine.

- Where did they go wrong?

Though keen observers of the human condition, the religious understanding was con=
ventional and uninspired. They told Job that suffering represents a trial which allows God to
measure human character. They tried to justify God's ways to man and, as we've seen, this
can't be done,

=~ This trial idea suggests that God may be a bit of a sodist.

Job In his pain says as much: "God crushes me for a trifle and Increases my wounds
without cause .”

The comforters simply closed their eyes to the fact that there are times when the suf-
fering is so intense that It coarsens the soul and deadens the spirit, | will never forget the
concentration camp survivor who explained patiently why she had decided not to have children:
'| simply can't let myself feel that deeply any more.'

Much suffering is avoidable, certainly more than we generally odmit. God did not |

to live is to be bruised,
build Auschwitz and Maidenek, bulsuffering Is also part of the glven life; and we do not fully
understand its function . We may never understand 0 our challenge Is to master our condition |
and not be defeated by it

- | find It terribly sad when someone says that you get what you . A baby

doesn't deserve to die. Few among the poor really dessrve their paverty, Certainly none of us |
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would claim that the well-off and well-placed are simply enjoying their just desserts.

It has another pernicious affect, It suggests to some that an accident or illness is some-
how deserved. When | visit someone recently bereaved, | often hear: 'what did | do to deserve
this?' as if the widow is somehow guilty for her husband's death.

- Much of what you are saying suggests that God is indifferent to the individual'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 challenged God's justice, but
God makes no attempt to explain himself to Job, God simply reveals His majesty to him.
"Where were you when | rolled out the Heavens?" In a long poem God parades the mysterious
and vast operation of creation, His creation, and Job submits: | know that You can do anything |
. « « | hed heard of You, the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore, | 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 "tragic power” of the world. "This is the ultimate truth of
philosophy. There is a power beyond us and the power makes no sense except that it Is there,
and man must, as best he can and with what composure and equanimity he can muster, simply |
accept life on its terms.” | think Kaufman is mistaken in his onalysis. God parades before
Job, not cold and indifferent power, but creative power. God seems to be saying: creation
is not a chaotic structure but a well~designed universe. There is o mysterious and wonderful
order. You cannot fathom the totality of that purpose, but you can sense it. Rudolf Otto put
it this way: "When we envisage certain things in our world, such as the stamry sky, the thickly=
people ocean, the orderliness and the progressiveness of life, and give them the keenest and
clearest scientific description in our power, there is left In cur mind a feeling of the Holy or the
Sacred,"

From the perspective of Torch, Kaufman Is a heretic. He does not deny God but he
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denies that there is a creative purpose. Faith begins with a recognition of benign purpose.

After each stoge of creation, Genesls one uses the refrain, "And God saw that it was good,”

- | keep measuring your comments against the Holocaust, How can you have faith in o
benign order having lived through such evil?

| 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 Allies? On one level this sad record must
restrain our enthusiasm for notions about men's basic and Innate goodness. But it also must be
said that there were non-Jews of compassion and bravery who put their lives ot stake to hide
Jews and help them escape. We're back to the familiar question: was the Holocaust God's
fault or man's? If life is to include possibility, the possibility must include evil as well as
heroism.

= Isn't the point that God did not interfere. Millions prayed for relief and none was
sent,

Do you remember the story | told several days ago about Moses visiting the Academy of
Akiba and being astonished at the rules Akiba was quoting as the law of Moses? | didn't com-
plete the story as the Talmud reports it. After God had reassured Moses that what Akiba was
teaching was in fact Torah, Moses says to God: 'How Is It that knowing such a sage would arise,
you gave the Torah through me?' To which God answered, 'Be silent, such Is My decree,' God
then allowed Moses to see the rest of Akiba's life and his death. He was bumed alive by the
Romans during the hxndhhhllhn.ﬂﬂlﬂluﬂhﬂ-thlu. Moses was ap-
palled: 'Is this the reward for such leaming and devotion?' 'Be sllent, for such Is My dacree.'

= I'm appalled, )

Some things must be accepted. Our sages defined athelsm not as the denial of the
existence of God, the mmmmm- ﬁ-!n- o a label

for mindless power, but as the h_,',., | of God's justice: Le'it din ve'leit d yon ther 'hﬁ
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justice and there is no judge. mmmwmmmﬂh. 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 lives
on the line for what they believed,

- That's not enough.

| know. No argument eases suffering. When my heart aches, sweet reason is not the
medicine | need. At such times | want to be listened to and not to be talked at, | need love
not logic. Any explanation offered me seems irrelevant,

| have been a rabbi for nearly thirty years and have spent a fair amount of time close fo
illness and grief. As a young rabbi | expected to hear those beaten to their knees cry out In
anger and deny. | have heard compluints, certainly, and self-pity, 'why me'; but | have rarely
known anyone whose faith was completely shattered by iliness, ill luck or pain. Somehow, when
we are on our knees we look up and sense a transcending wisdom. The life force takes over
and more often than not what | hear Is a half-whispered, half-believing, 'maybe it's for the

bast,'
- | can't get the Akiba story out of my mind. It suggests that God has an arbitrary |

streak and Is really a cruel God.
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suffering. For what matters above all Is the attifude we take towards |
suffering, the attitude In which we take our suffering upon ourselves,

- Are you saying: Make the best of a hapless bargain?
The rabbis weren't stoics. They were not resigned to o hapless world, There were joys
and happy days. They trusted that God would accept repentance and end the Exile. Our worship
always includes prayer: "Hear us, O Lord, and we shall be healed. Save us and we shall be
saved.,"
There is a pragmatic side to the Torch tradition which says, 'live, do the right, don't
ask too many questions, keep the faith,' The Hebrew letter Bet is the first letter of the first
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, ® ", Since Hebrew is written from right
to left, the missing side opens towards the flow of the text. Bet, they said, was chosen as o
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.
= |'ve heard all you've sald, but you've really not resolved the problem of suffering .
| know, The Mishnah quotes R. Yannai as saying that we cannot explain the prosperity
of the wicked or the impoverishment of the good. | would add that Torch seeks to am us with
rituals which will help us hold on to sanity when the pressures mount. Before death, the dying
spoke the Shema . After death the moumers speak the Kaddish. In stress we are advised to
affirm life and God. The Kaddish also speaks of the inevitable coming of Kingdom.
Every Jewish act has a Messianic element to it. w-nmhhn. "Weeping may
fuﬂmﬂum,umﬂumﬁqgrhha_ _,.
us, but at some point the Gates of Paradise will open. God I Sl Ho folls ws 10 lock
Mmmmm .'.-T..'...i '_ es. .:';i?'; / task, but an ennobling one.
Ilrﬂlm. T close wit
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A ship was stricken with plague and the captain made for the nearest land fall
where he unceremoniously left the passengers on a deserted beach. Many died
there of hunger. A few, including a Jew, 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 carried

his two sons until 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 abandon my faith.,

| am a Jew and a Jew | shall remain and nothing that you have brought upon
me or will bring upon me shall avail,

1 MY 'n o,
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Chapter 10
THE GENERATION GAP, GUILT AND GOD

Shabbat aftemoon. A moming service, written and organized by Insfitute members,
had been read and enjoyed. There was a happy feeling of community,

= "] like it here, There's no dressing up. There's nnn and touching. | don't like
services ot home. The pews are uncomfortable, the service is a set piece, everyone's dressed
up and uptight."”

How often at home do you come to a service after five days of Jewing? 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 worship hove always conformed to personal need and cultural

style. There always have been a variety of ways to express one's faith. Malmonides worshipped

at home with o few disciples in quiet dignity next to the bustle of an active synagogue whose
noise he deplored. The problem is not guitar or organ, or open shirt or ties, but how to make
sure the spirit is full and the environment truly representative of the Torch spirit. When there
were shrines, sacrifices, and priests, Jews had shrines, sacrifices, and priests. In cultures
when worshippers and courtiers prostrated themselves to express humble submission, Jews, like
Muslims to this day, prostrated themselves. Pews and a gowned clergy are sighteenth century
forms. The gultar Is late twentieth century.

In former times these differences tended to follow geographic lines; Yemenite Jews sit
cross-legged on prayer rugs; Polish Jews prayed standing before tall reading desks. Today
mammnhw: I!_lumhfnﬂ-ﬂumilrﬂh
service on Friday night. Adolescents don't want fo sit In pews, pews are straight and con-

fining. They're not ready fto sit quietly and listen fo somebody preach; they want dialogue,
200
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not a sermon. They want intensity, to do it themselves, not the calm of an organ playing over

them nor the artistry of a contor singing for them.

The modern synagogue often seems o 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 simple songs, cut-down prayers,

a story sermon, wriggling children and beaming parents, The young claim to be put off by
the formality of adult worship, Adults are often nonplussed by hand clapping sing-alongs and
the use of audio-visual equipment. Each service reflects the emotional, psychological, and

physical needs of its congregation,
- Didn't these generational differences exist in earlier generations?

As far as | know, no. Adolescence seems to be a modern phenomenon. In medieval
times boys entered the adult work world quite early, Today young people live amid their peers,
in a different atmosphere than their parents; and, consequently, their attitudes, cesthetics,
and play are distinct.

- There is o formal order of service. That's what Siddur means, How can you opprove
disorder?

| was talking of style more than content, but recognize that Jewish worship is not a set
plece. The Siddur is not a closed book. Its basic structure fook shape in Mishnaic times, but
much has been added and, from time fo time, elements have been dropped. In terms of spirit
and style hitlahavot, genuineness, takes precedence over form. The medieval synagogue was @
tumultuous and noisy place. Jews stayed for hours and gossiped even as they womhipped.
They were familiar with each other and with their God. The medieval Jow had nothing else
to do and ae SESEEESE R P Mwuwmmmwu
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Emancipation changed all this. The emancipated Jew no longer enjoyed enforced

leisure born of underemployment. These were the years of the twelve-hour day. The service
had to be shortened. He was now part of a larger world and aware of its cesthetics. The
familiar swoying came to seem inappropriate, since middle~class burghars sat silently in pews,
As decorum and discipline took over, some of the old sense of involvement was 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 | respond fo intimacy and participation.

Needs and attitudes have shifted ogain, We live in a world fascinated by soul and
roots, We're intrigued by the imagination more than the mind. So the guitar replaces the
organ, ond congregations experiment with dance, citing the precedent of the Hassidim. :
Whatever the shortcomings of the new style services, they have, ot least, the virtue of live=
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 forbidden.

The Temple in Jerusalem featured a choir and orchestra of Levites and, when it was
destroyed, instrumental music was banned as a sign of mouming for the destroyed Temple.
During the Renaissance some traditional communities In Italy bullt an organ into their syna-
gogue, which they played on weekdays though not many an orthodox synagogue brings in o
folk singing, guitar playing rebbe in a similar way.

- What's your feeling about all this?

| lock on the issue pragmatically. God, we are told, should be worshipped in the
beauty of holiness, and beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Each congregation must decide
what setting inspires them, There Is no right or wrong. Why Is a cantor more appropriate than
a choir? Why Is one musical setting for a prayer more appropriate than another? Prieshs
danced in the Jerusalem Temple. The medieval synagogue had no pews. Kabbalists held all-
night vigils, The Hassidim often fold of the Illiterate shepherd boy who played his flute In

\ 3 |




the synagogue on Rosh Hashanoh because he didn't know the Hebrew words, and that his was
the voice welcomed into Heaven. IH'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 familiar melodies
and we respond instinctively to them. But to make too much of the familiar Is itself o danger.
Worship must offer a challenge as well as tradition.

- Some years ago our youth group put together a creative service out of Bob Dylan and
Kohil Gibran, It was moving but our rabbi had a fit. Why can't our service be whatever we
want?

The worship hour is designed to be a Jewish experience, not just a spiritval happening.

- | don"t understand.

In worship Jews immerse themselves in the Torah tradition. Readings from Gibran and
Thomas are not a Torah experience,

- You make worship parochial, but you told us earlier that prayer Is an elemental and
universal form of expression. Why do you Insist that a service have a Jewish atmosphere?
Aren't good thoughts enough?

- | once heard a minister talk on worship, He argued that the church takes itself too
seriously; that the religious moment must be a celebration of possibility, a freeing of the imagi-
nation and a passionate encounter of the symbols of the powers we do not control and only dimly
comprehend, Thar made sense to me., e ¢ |

Did you visit one of his services?
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- You're going back to the worship-prayer distinctions we spoke about.

Yes. These distinctions are critical,

The dictionary defines prayer in terms 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 contalin our joys. | prayed when my father was deathly ill. | prayed
when each of my children weas born, Those prayers were spoken late at night in a hespital
corridor and not in a synagogue. Prayer cannot be scheduled. To be sure, there have been
times when | have prayed during a service, | came troubled, The music calmed my spirits.
The sense of community, the quiet, an awareness of the presence of God unlocked my heart,
But | can number these moments,

There is a petition in the service, hu'l' a Jewish service is not a prayer meeting. Open
the Siddur and you will find praise, doctrine, parographs from the literature, The Sayings of the
Fathers, a collection of proverbs from the_ Mishnch, memorial prayers. During Sabbath worship

Torch is read. A sermon may be preached. Candles are lit. The Kaddish is recited. Those who

say, 'l do not need to come to the synagogue to pray' are absolutely right, Prayer is agnostic ==
people pray to God, fo gods, to mother, to the devil, to the winds. Jewlish worship is mono~

theistic. Prayer is spontaneous, Worship uses a text and is conducted largely in ‘a holy
language. Proyer pleads. Worshlp challenges. Prayer Is a private expression. Worship is
congregational , Worship requires a minyan, ten of the community. Worship Is Instructively
Jewish, an attempt to marry the religlous vision to the soul, Worship exists to lift us from the
workaday world and to place us in the Torah world where we con breathe for a few moments the
pure air of the vision and live for an hour within the beauty of the tradition. Mpm
an emotional environment In which the basic teachings can come alive for us because they have

been turned into song and visualized in effective rtual.
Worship allows us to live in the spiritual order of the Jewish people, Wherever he finds
himself, the Jew con find a service with which he will be familior, feel rooted and at home.
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- You've made your point, but I've still got @ problem. | want to be genuine and
during worship | am asked to read somebody else's words, At services | often think | am being
transformed into a parrot. They give me a book, tell 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, |
always feel I'm being directed by some anonymous 'they'.

Spontaneity is not the consummate value. Prayer is spontaneous and being artless it
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 parographs sancti-
fied by centuries of faith, we recognize that worship hes the extra dimension of spiritual grace.

= SHill a service seems artificial,

Worship is artificial in the sense that all clvilization is artificial; that is, it isa
creation of human design. The label, "creative service™, 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 recreates another's music. 1've thought a lot about
the twenty=third Psalm and written a piece on it, and | would insist that it belongs as much to
me as to King David,

In prayer man specks to God, In worship God, Torch, speaks to man. The Shema Is
not @ philosophic definition but a revelation = the end and beginning of faith. The Torah is
not an ancient teaching, but the presentation of God's word for us to consider. The Koddish
is not a prayer for the dead, but the faith that death is part of God's wisdom and an affirmation

of the immortality of generations who struggled, suffered and served, Here is the sense of
continuity, the compelling sense of command, the bonds that te us to others who respond to
the same deep memories and emotional needs we do,

Traditional worship Is changed, minor=keyed, full of movement. A Jew davens, 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 Siddur allows us to
sing along with King David and Judeh 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 raminder that "we do not know whether what we ask for is
for our good." When we look carefully we notice that requests are phrased Tn the third person
plural, 'we’, not 'I'. What is asked for is the fulfiliment of hopes we all share: health, a just
social order, a return to Zion, the Messionic Age. "Gront 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 worship we signify
a willingness at least to listen, really to listen, 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 Sinal,

- You're being uncharacteristically romantic. When | go to my synagogue | tend to
find the mood flat; and, instead of being lifted, | am let down.

| suspect we've all been let down by a service. | 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 friend's child 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 part of a worshipping congregation.

But, if |'?!bﬂﬂl‘ﬁﬂﬂ‘|:=-wlﬂdl failed to lift me out of myself, I've rarely been to
o service which failed to bring me back fo my Jewlsh self. Whatever was happening on the
pulpit, | could always read my Siddur. The familiar symbols were there and aimost always o
fomiliar tune or two. | welcome the chance to touch base with my Jewish life. During the day
| am a husband, a father, a ,mmﬂmlnhmlniw

a Jew,
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- You obviously look on worship as Important. |'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 childhood
conditioning is reinforced. You're reminded of Torch themes you'd forgotten about.

Worship helps me answer the question which has bothered us so much: Whet is Judaism?

N N

In my studies |'ve got to deal with the almost infinite number of aspects which our river has '

exhibited, Worship synthesizes and selects and ralses up the relevant major themes which are

quietly affirmed. Worship presents basic Judaism, Complexity has been reduced to straight- :
forward sentences. Outside the synagogue a Jew answers o question with a question, The
Siddur puts the question aside. Here are the affirmations. "True and firm, established and
enduring, right and faithful, beloved and precious, desireable and pleasant. . . Is this Thy
word "

You've objected a bit to the repetitiveness of worship. | often think that, were worship
not as familiar as it is, had not unconsciously memorized many of its paragraphs and taken to
heart its melodies, Judaism could not have survived the end of social segregation. During
worship, the teaching tokes the wings of song and imbeds itself deep within our psyche, and
we become Jews,

- Why are so many synagogue services pedestrion?

- | spent a semester in England ot Cambridge Univenity. Each college has o chapel
and most have Evensong. It's quiet and candlelit. The Gothic arches and the shadows blend
beautifully with the hymns. There's an unmistakable sense of sanctity.

- My synogogue is small and when people are in it it's nolsy. 1'd love a church's
majesty .

|'ve attended Evensong ot King's College, Cambridge, and been moved, but | also
noticed the values that were expressed by the architecture. The follows and students were in
on Inner space behind a screen. | was on the other side with the commoners. In the synagogue




there are no separations based on class or rank. The Informality 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 like the world to be like: !
warm-hearted folk, not cold-eyed people; chant, not cacaphony; worthwhile thoughts, not
crvel 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 eware 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 large the pious
stayed in Europe, and those who came were too busy seeking all the goodies available to |
offer to seek the intangibles which worship offers. They didn't need worship to celebrate life's
possibilities, Moreover, the tradition had never threatened those who didn't worship with
damnation. It's chonging. Services are better attended. The times are darker ond more

concemed with spirit and soul,

- You have described one of worship's functions as celebrating life's posibilities. Go
on a bit,

A community visualizes, symbolizes, its redemptive gospel in ritval and worship, In
all religious communities such moments provide a foretaste of Paradise or of Heaven on earth
and remind the communicant of how he must live o qualify for the Kingdom. Appropriate music
Is heard, A preacher reads from God's word and discusses what we must do to be worthy, There
Kingdom, People.are drened vp and on thelc best, behavior, @ IF they wers cireasly angels. Work
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clothes are deliberately excluded. Here is o foretaste of what life can be when we create the
just 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 thmmlh such an experience but we are not transformed info

saints. No one knows better than those who take a religious tradition with utmost seriousness

how far short we fall of our private expectations and, ot 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.
- | can buy worship as an opportunity to live as @ Jew and s a celebration of life's

possibilities, but | can't buy the darker side of worship, 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. ['m not per-

verse. Why does the Yom Kippur worship lay such gullt=ridden terms on us? Guilt inhibits.

There's already too much guilt in the world. Most sins are society's fault,

How would you organize a service around the theme of conduct?
- Yom Kippur ought to be a grand celebration of the possibilities of life. The liturgy
should speak of expectation and hope. Let bygones be bygones. In any case, no one s guilty.
We do what we do because of our environment, our conditioning, because our families raised
us in a certain way. There are no bad children, only bad living conditions and careless parents.
| always think of Yom Kippur as a grand celebration of possibility, and it's the worship's
emphasis on sin and confession which makes it s0. ﬁg'hrlluﬂ-lﬂlilr-
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endowment and our environment allows us to be, | agree with him,

Skinner holds that frustration and failure prevent us from fulfilling our potential .

The goal, then, is to eliminate fallure in the educational process, Skinner proposes to do so by
a mechanical environment, a leaming 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

f Tustration of knocking his head against @ wall, Skinner's device was designed to insure that
mistakes would not occur and to instantly acknowledge a correct judgment. Presumedly, 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 environment in
which we live substantially offects how we live, what we can accomplish, the questions we ask,
and the answers we arrive at. We tend to think of curselves as if we are autonomous beings
when, in fact, we are in rather significant ways what our parents and our society have allowed
us to bacome, Conditioning determines much about us. The fact that we speak English, for
instance, means that some ideas can be expressed easily and others perhaps not at all. Our
habits are American-bred and, therefore, we think of oursalves differently than an Indian
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 valve judgment: that
the impact of Western clvilization on the individual is destructive precisely because it suggests
that we are free. Encouraged to believe that we are autonomous, we have come to expect
that we can, by the exercise of will and determination, modify our behavior. This idea, according
to Skinner, is wrong and can create paralyzing frustration. He particularly blamed the Western
raliaions for emphasizing individual responsibility. He argued that we do not fail because, in
fact, we are not responsible for what we do; our environment is.

= | like the idea of no sin.

Many do. That's why Skinner's idecs were popular, No one likes fo shoulder responsibility
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We're quite ready to argue thaTthe triviality 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 undisciplined
age; an age which doesn't like sin talk,

Environment does play a role in our lives, and so do a number of special factors such
as age and mental competence. The Midrash explains God's decision to have the whole genera~
tion of onetime slaves die in the wildemness as a result of His recognition that their spirit
had been broken and that they lacked the initiative and drive pioneers require. But the whole
ethos of the Torah tradition cries out: "they (the commandments) are not too hard for you ."
Choose. You are responsible for your actions and your choracter, 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=blind, | couldn't be a painter if my life
depended on it.

The crux of this debate is not on whether there are special factors but whether we shape
what is given us, | think we do. The Torch says we can. Children raised in good homes with
parents who care for them and comrect them have a better chance of developing a coherent sense
of self than a street child whe is raised carelessly, perhaps cruelly; htlnﬂwtlml'nll.
Some raised in good homes become bums, Some who are raised on the street become saints.

In life everything, including freedom, has limits, but the grandeur of the Torah tradition

is that it insists that we oct in the area of moral judgment os If these boundaries did not exist.
trained and disciplined we become the greater our freedom of action. Animals are ruled by
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reason. The humen animal can become a human being.

- Well and good, but why lay on guilt? We were talking ebout Yom Kippur.

Sin measures potential . | don't sin, If | could act in any other way, morality would l
imply that | could not be other than | am, and that's a dismal thought. It's only when | cease
to feel that | can change or grow that the world becomes a gray and hapless place. The sense of '!
sin forces me to consider the more | can do and must do and will do; and it's that "can" and
that "must” and that "will" out of which progress, a better future and maturity, a better self,
will be formed. Sin says I'm responsible and that's elways an encouraging thought .

= But sin is such a heavy thought.
Not all that heavy. When | leave the synagogue after the closing service of Yom

Kippur, | walk taller than | did the night before, As | confessed my sins | recognized | wasn't

shackled to them.

- But you never get out from under.

We're human, not models, | hope you have noticed that the Torah's special message
focuses on growth not purity. Judaism is a way to become a more competent human rather than
a way to escape our humanity,

- But what about guilt?

What about it? As with all things In life, there's healthy guilt, a prodding conscience,
and morbid gullt, a grovelling in abjectness. The fact that some people can't handle responsibility
is no reason to deny the responsibility of those who can,

| couldn't resist closing the session with a miniature Yom Kippur sermon. In many ways
th-uhun:-nfnmﬂ-nfﬂ-lwmﬁyhlhdﬂnﬂnﬂﬂm. Emrh#
is more comfortable with compromise, w'ﬂlhﬁhhm Nobody wants to be a
whistle-blower. People close their ears to cries of help and refuse fo testify to a crime.

Contrast this shoddy MHWIW“MH‘H: | have
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Chapter 11

TRUE AND ENDURING IS THY WORD
-ORIS IT?

- My father is an architect. As | grew up he beat info my head the rule that a building
is only as stable as its foundations. A structure that Isn't solidly based will shift and ultimately
collapse, which brings me to my Noach's Ark problem. How can | take seriously a Torah full
of fairy stories even if they are dignified by such an ougust term as myth? It was late on
Sabbath afteroon and we had been talking about that moming's Torah portion.

- | was in a Bible class that you led last yeer. You described the Noah story as an
Israelite redo of a classic Asian epic, If | remember comrectly, in the original version 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 mankind
because of the world's wickedness and Nodh is saved because he is a good man, | was impressed
by the way the Isroelites tumed a conventional flood story into a vehicle for morality,
Judalsm's special message; that we were not playthings of the gods but servants of o dependable
master. | no longer look on the Noch story as a fairy story, but | wos unsettled by your casual
statement that the Noah chapters represent an amalgam of two distinct troditions, If | remember
correctly, In one version the animals come two by two, in the other by sevens. How can |
take seriously a Torah which contalns inconsistent, even contradictory, materials? Certainly,

an inconsistent tradition can't claim o be revelation.

- There are not only two Noch stories but two creation myths and even two versions of
the Ten Commandments,

The ancients didn't edit sacred literature for consistency. If there were two old and
venerated creation myths, they were simply placed side by side.
M"" shme oW . il
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God's Word in much the same way some people say nature is God when what they mean is that
God is the creative force behind or within all 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 through 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 metaphor, the received text is simply the outer
garment of God's Word.,

= I'm not sure | 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

meaning .

- Give me an example.
God does not speak, at least not in any way In which we do, but how else could the

idea that the Torah contained God's will be communicated? In the anclent world escaped
slaves were hunted down ruthlessly lest ofher slaves be encouraged fo run oway. The lsraelites
made good their escape, Obviously God had made this remarkable event possible. Taken
literally, the parting of the seas Is a colorful miracle story; taken imaginatively, the parting
of the seas is a powerful metaphor of God's redemptive power. As God's Word, it promises
redemption yet to come.

= I'm stil] not sure you've answered my question. The problem is not the ark and the
mlmhthMAmmmMIMHh_M
| ' 'quhm

versions of a story or law,
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God was met, let in, by various people ot various times. A single prism reflects various colors
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 colleague enjoys reading the
Bible as literature: “the sweep is epic and the style classic.” He equates the Deuteronomic
historian with Homer as a master story teller, "but my God, to claim more Is absurd.” He
mocks the idea of the Torah as in any way divinely inspired. It contains an cutdated sciencs,

a record of a six-day creation, and some patently unacceptable rules of conduct: the stoning of
adulterers and the buming of witches." That's not the way | approach the Bible.

A minister friend takes his history from the Blble. He gave money to an expedition
which proposed to find the pieces of Noah's ark on Mount Ararat, and he tells his congregation |
that the prophets’ texts, God's words, foretell a great war between Russia and this country.,
That's also not the way | read the Bible.

The Torch contains exaggeration: a company of six hundred thousand ex-slaves could not
have survived for forty days, much less for forty years, in the barren waste of the Sinal. The
Torh contalns some ethically shabby material: Abraham passes off Sarch as his sister, fearing the
Pharoah would covet her for his harem and that his life would be endangered as the unwanted
husband; Jacob rips off his brother's birthright; God Is pictured as hardening the heart of
Pharoah when he was about to free the slaves so that He might subject Egypt to still more severe
punishment . hﬂlnmll_bhl“ﬁih-m_ﬂllnﬂuhlhnﬂﬂd“hﬂu
have to violate the Sabbath, the Angel of Decth striking down all Egyptian first-bom.

Why go on? mnﬂnkﬂw‘lhﬂhﬁmmﬁ it's
hard to imagine God revealing this kind of shoddy s
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= Yet, this moming in services, after the Toroh wos read, you recited the line: "The
Torch 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 vitality and that
miraculous power to keep the waters refreshing. | give a talk each week on the Torch portion,
and |'m constantly amazed at the relevance of the text to the modem condition,

= |'ve heard sermons where the text was pretext. lsn't the Torah's supposed relevance a
form of self delusion? You find relevance because you are determined to find it. | doubt your
Martian friend would find in the Torah what you find there.

The Torah in a worship setting represents all that is insightful and redemptive in Jewish
experience. It presents and represents our special and surprising message; and, more often than
not, its message revives the soul,

= lsn'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 roinbow rather than as a profoundly significant message
about God, moral obligation and the proper concern of religion? Mightn't he find It a bit
quaint that generations of Jews have been inspired by these stories?

He would read as an outsider. The Jew reads as a participant observer, He would read
only what he saw, a bare text, | read o text whose every word and letter has been examined, o

text full of depths and delights.
- Which mon has put there,
A disciple asked his robbi, "Where is God?" And the master answered: 'God Is where- |
ever you let Him In." 1've always thought of Sinal in two ways: as the mystery of the availability
of God's Word and as the mystery of lsrael's ability to appreciate God's Word, You have fo hgve
eyes with which to see. ' - o

- Moglicians trick our eyes every day,
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Their magic is a game, The Torah has proven its capacity to revive the souls of o
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 filled with
energy; dimensioned, yet infinitely expanding. The Toroh is a text, words, yet filled with
energy, dimensioned, yet infinitely expressive.

Philosophers as well as theologians acknowledge that there is a world of appearances
and a world that lies deeper, the "blue” sky ond the endless sther., Monotheism did not emerge
out of intellectual analysis; s we have seen it ran counter fo the science of the day; rather,
someone, Moses or another, sensed the unity within; og put another and equally valid way,
God allowed 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 Toroh when Jews read
them as Torch rather than as Bronze Age classics, To treat Scripture as no more than an ancient
classic is to be unable to explain the vital force which inspired/inspires millions,

- Doesn't every religion rest on "evidence" of this kind? The Christian suspends dis~
belief about the Crucifixion. The Communist does the same with Marx's description of the
so-called scientific lows of economic and political development.

Each community has eyes for its message and sees in It Insights which escape the outsider,
and many messages have value. 1've not argued that Torah represents a deposit of all truth,
I've felt the medieval piety which found sclence as well as spiritual wisdom in Torch. What |
do m:.mmnumwmm and, you've heard me say this before,
that by this test, mm&wﬂ_ !
My favorite image for Torsh Is
river theme.
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- What about all those far-fetched sermons?

Imagination can carry us away, 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 whot the senses see but do not immediotely comprehend. Commentary
seeks to find what a first reading does 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 universe. They
felt its text contained, nﬁmlyﬁuld-nwhlgamwmﬂnm, but all truth. Some
said the Torch consisted only of names of God, Some described it as black fire on white fire.
Akiba was able to find surprising teachings in Moses' Torah becouse he and his colleagues
insisted that the apparent meaning of a text was only a small port of its import; each word,
each letter, even the way a letter was formed suggested other truths.

- You, yourself, said the Torch isn't a science text, Akiba and his friends found what
wasn't there,

And what was and what could not have been discovered in any other way. Akiba's
seemingly contrived exegesis, remember the Mﬂﬁhﬂﬁﬁh“ﬂlﬁ head in
disbelief over Akiba's method, nevertheless created the functional and spiritually significant
forms of rabbinic Judaism. Somehow the thnqu?n- itself in mysterious ways,
but s0 do many of the profoundest truths about life, Logic is a useful but limited tool .

- For the “mrﬁﬂ’mm

mmmlﬁw
we can no longer occept @ w
been revealed. Naw id
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= That's poetry.
| don't believe so. Shokespeare's line that there are more things on heaven and earth
than in all our philosophies tumns 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 low must include the principle of indeterminacy, black holes in the universe, 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 recognizs that mystery underlies what
we normally call reality, and that ot times some part of this deeper reality breaks through and
we see and understand what we had not recognized before, The anclents described this process
& o form of speech, "And the Lord said unto Moses. . ." Some of us prefer less sense reloted
terms, so we describe the sense of everything falling into place which is experienced when
clarity replaces confusion. We talk of insight or intuition. Whatever term we choose, we
refer to recognition of what has not before been known, a special and surprising message., For
the Jew the miracle of awareness took place on Sinal and that awareness was collected in, and
is refracted by, the Torah,
Unfortunately, many are conditioned by a mental set which rules out revelation a priori .
They assume that what they do not know simply has not yet been researched, There must be an |
explanation for everything. Actually this Is an old~fashioned and no longer creditable idea
which was popularized during the early years of the Enlightenment when thinkers were intoxicated
with the rate of discovery and invention, The eighteenth century still believed in the iron lows
of nature. Physical scientists had not yet had fo confront indeterminacy, the presence of
probability ﬂmMﬂMhmmMnmﬂnIM
in human life, mﬁpﬁﬂ— overed scl
is that God did not gi
never know. | ¢ ften que
Just cs the Heavens are




thoughts than your thoughts, Science describes, it does not explain. Llove, beauty, justice,

creativity, revelation, cannot be fully examined in a laboratory .
| read to them a paragraph from Victor Weisskopf's *The Frontiers and Limits of Science."
" A Beethoven sonata is a natural phenomenon which can be analyzed physically . However,
even if these processes are completely understood in scientific terms, 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 o sunset or the stars in
the night sky in a scientific way, but there is something about experiencing these phenomena
that lies beyond science "
There is no reason foday to deny mystery. Revelation is not an illusion; indeed, it plays
a role, perhaps the major role, in scientific research. Research proceeds in two ways, by @
siling up of information and by revelation.. An inexplicable spark 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, argue my grandfather's way? He dismissed Biblical criticism as arrogance.
The Torah is a mystery. God's words are sui-generis . The normal rules of analyses do not apply.
Your grandfather's belief that the Five Books of Moses, the Torch, were given in their
present form to Moses by God Is untenable .and was not the faith of the Iu-u-m-ﬁglqﬂu
Judaism's formative centuries, [t became an orthodox dogma miﬂlﬂl‘hl time of Ezra,
seven hundred years after Moses, The Torch text does not make the claim that the whole text
was given to and through Moses. Genesis does not begin: "and the Lord said unto Moses.” In
fact, nowhers in Genesls is the claim made thot these chapters are God's words. lsaich and
Jeremich questioned whether God had ordered that Jews observe the priestly rules goveming the
sacrificial cult; "Who has asked this of you to trample My courts?" suggesting ot the very least
that that part of the legal mﬂﬂﬁmwﬂhﬂlﬂd cult was In thelr
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in Torah is enhanced when the text Is seen as a once~-and-only revelation rather than as an
inspired collection of Inspired traditions.

| am satisfied that research has shown what some late medieval 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 first
millenia, 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 hﬂl‘h a wave and a cluster of active particles, and it tums out that it
is impossible for an observer to view or measure these two properties simultaneously . | often
wonder if the rabbis recognized how apt their description of Torah as light, Torch Orah, was.

If you look ot the text and see only the text, you will not sense the wisdom deep within. If
you look at the Torah and see only the word of God, you will not see the seams, the editings
and the contradictions. My ocademic friend is wrong when he dismisses Torah as no more than
an anthology of Israelite myths, legends and laws. Your grandfather was wrong when he dis-
missed academic analysis. For a moderate fo appreciate Torah, he must be both patient scholar

and committed Jew and recognize that he cannot be both ot the same time,

Every week | handle two Torahs: a printed Hebrew text in which | have noted in the
mmxmmmwwmmwwuﬂm“qmm
and the Torah scroll which | wouldn't dream of marking up and from which I read as part of a |
sacred ritual. | handle the one text seriously, but unceremoniously. | make notes, | erase,
| handle the other reverently and speck a blessing before and after which offers heartfelt

\

thanks to God for the gift of His Instruction.
- You almost speck of Torch as a living er

Precisely. ihﬂﬁiﬁr etween T

nor Is my body; but that In me wh 4
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and is loved, which rejects selfishness and injustice, which pushes me to discipline my talents
and to put them to good use, my soul or spirit, call it what you will, is of God. Those who
crush divinity, either by obusing another or by being indifferent to the spirit, commit a horrible
sin for they erase possibility, God, from life. | believe that, just 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
of God.
- You didn't let me finish, | admit the Torah's functional value. Jewish history is a
history of unusual accomplishment and sensitivity; | agree that a Torah-based society has enhanced
spiritual growth, encouraged family life and sharpened the sense of human dignity and justice;
but it still seems to me as if you're saying thot a brilliant forgery is, nevertheless, a great
painting and should be hung beside Rembrandt and Da Vinci master works in a mussum.,
A forgery is a manufactured invention. The Torah began in a genvine meeting between
Moses and God and was enlarged by the records of other meetings between God and our an-
cestors., They understood and expressed themselves within the limitation of their culture; but
nothing was Invented.
Most of us carry an image of revelation which we owe less fo careful thought then to
romantic literoture and the movies where a bass volce comes out of the clouds as light rises in
the background and no one is left in any doubt that "this is God talking;' Cecll B. Demille
Immmmmmﬂwmwmmh
Exodus, Mﬁl '
Corly i iscarorth p
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God put forth His hand and touched my mouth and said fo me (Jeremiah), 'see | have put My
words in your mouth,*®

- You're asking me to consider revelation as an experience which might oceur to any
concemned and sensitive person. ['ve never heard God, [f someone were fo say fo me: "God
told me," | would suggest medical help,

Biblical man lived in an age which believed in prophecy and identified the awareness
of new ideas with Gud‘:lmdu We live in a secular age which no longer instinctively
identifies the rush of Insight as God's speech; hence, anyone who hears God comes immediately
under suspicion,

Revelation takes place all the time, though, and this is 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 Torch.

- | 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 Bible were not hﬁrlmwh spoke In an ecstatic trance.
There were such seers in Biblical times, aond the Bible dismisses them, just as you did, os
babblers, "the prophet is meshugah.” They were as suspicious of the ESP world as many of us
are; but they hﬂ“hh“ﬁ#ﬂhﬂmﬂﬂmdh“fm
areas of the mind which lie hmﬂﬂhmlhl#ihplﬂ. There were
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= |'ve never heard voices,

We learn some things through step-by-step logic, days of preparation and testing. We
learn other things unexpectedly when an arc sparks between the active mind and the deeper
levels of reality. Often a sclentist has a brain storm, or a poet's ear or an artist's eye becomes
aware of a subterranean stream of meaning which is always there and which we rarely tap. |
call such a quantum increase in understanding revelation, God disclosing part of what was
hidden heretofore, and | suspect you've had some form 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
reality in each other, Companionship becomes friendship or love. The potential was always
there, but it had not been exposed, a new reality has emerged and often nelther person really
knows how it happened.

Normally, we take the outdoors for granted, There Is grass fo be cut and leaves fo
be raked, Then one day we walk out into the field and suddenly we sense a beauty, a power,
the indwelling glory of nature. No one will see anything happen to us, but something important
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 sensed that "God Is in this place and | knew it
not,"

When friendship becomes love, not lust but love, that, too, is a revelation. When the
burdened soul touches the life force, God, and finds strength flowing into his soul, that, too,
is revelation. When the mind wrestles with the conditions of our lives and suddenly the pleces
fall together and replace conventional wisdoms, that, foo, Is revelation.

When a sage wos asked, where is God, he answered, God is wherever men will let
Him in. Many an ancient lsraelite prophet, sage and storyteller let God in, and when this
happened something new was perceived. | like the phrase of Abraham Heschel who described
Sinci s *a moment In which God was not clone.”

-1
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The Torch, like the human, is created in God's image, but Is not God; it Is both o
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 understood by people of a
particular culture and time, Beethoven wrote for the lmm then available and used
musical notations of early nineteenth-century Europe. If he had been Indian or Chinese, his
talent would have been os great but his music would have taken on a quite different form,
Those who heard God could only formulate their new understanding in terms of their culture
using familiar concepts and metaphors,

- You talk like a mystic.

Every serious religionist is, but | hope that mine is not a mysticism which glorifies the
irrational. | believe in the divinity of Torch because it alone, of all the religious works of
antiquity, has evidenced a compelling power, alive, The Babylonian version of the flood
story was far better known in its day than the Noah version; h#hrmﬂmhmﬂmnnl
years, until archeologists chanced on the ancient library of Ugarit, 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 Sinal is not that God spoke - revelation is not a unique phenomenon = but
that a whole people were prepared to accept Moses' report of the meeting and that o religion
emerged. The Word was not lost but became the founding message of a dynamic religious
tradition. The tradition always uses two terms for revelation, “the giving of Torch" and "the
acceptance of Torch,” Sinal symbolizes God's proclamation and Isroel's appropriation,

| believe In revelation. There have been times during serfous discussion that | suddenly
recognized that what | or another had said presented an unexpected truth, not the truth of
text books, common sense, or experience, but an ultimate and imeducible truth. | believe
lsroe| sensed this ot Sinal and senses it stll,

| belleve that revelation is not a once=and-only event, We have seen that Sinal was
L "..'h‘-' "1-‘--‘1,
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special to Israel, but these binding moments still occur. The rabbinic tradition insisted that long

before Sinai God had revealed to Noah the terms of a covenant designed to regulate all human
soclety, | have no trouble understanding that Christians and Muslims feel they possess a revedled
message , Their thinkers, too, knew moments of sudden clarity, and for millions the words they
saw have been and are compelling.

- But we're right, right?

Every first=rate work of art is distinct from all others in form and character and, of
course, in subject matter; yet, each piece is high art, Life is full of ideas which are seemingly ,
contradictory, but nonetheless significant. Civilization, like a well-constructed symphany,
contains many vital and imaginative messages.

= Are you saying the New Testament and the Koran are, like the Torch, revelation?

| am saying that they and many other seriptures have been accepted by believers os
revelation: Lao Tzu's Meditations, Goutama's Lotus Sutra, Marx's Das Kapital, Mao's Little
Red Book . Each contained some spark of truth, else it could not have struck the responsive

chord it did, My problem begins when any religion claims that its message fully exploins the
mystery of life and excludes all other insights, No revelation, and that includes Torah, says it

- How can | choose between messages?

Let me quote you the Torch's distinction between a true and false prophet: "and should you
ask yourselves, 'how can we know that the oracle (of the false prophet) was not spoken by the
Lord?' If the prophet speaks in the name of the Lord and the oracle does not come true, that
oracle was not spoken by the Lord, the prophet has uttered it presumptuously; do not stand in
dread of him," Updated, this means simply, judge the Word pragmatically. See how it hes
shoped the lives of its adherents. |ve said this before.

- But, why choose the Torch?

=3 e e T L
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have become a musty book on a shelf In a rare book library, but it lives and inspires, | have
no trouble deciding in favor of Torah. It's mine by birth. Its realism appeals to me as much I
as its hopefulness, | like what it's done to, and for, the Jewish people. Most of all, | have ‘
sansed God In the reading and in its meanings.

- | haven't

Have you let the Torah speak to you? It was time for Havdalah, so | closed with o
paragraph from The Zohar. "The Torah storles are only the garments of the Torah. Whoever

imagines that the garment is the Torah herself 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 | may see
wondrous things out of Thy Torah,' namely, that which is beneath the Torch's garments,”
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Chapter 12
IS MAN THE MESSIAH?

- A sunny moming. That lazy hour before Sunday lunch when conversation tums
naturally towards the philosophical, Someone spoke a bit condescendingly. Another chided:
'don't put on alrs, be yourself." Ancther began to muse about human nature. Strip away all
the overlay and what are we?

= Human beings, mortals,

- That says only that we are going to die, three score years and ten and all that, The
sixty=four dollar question remains: What are we like undemeath? Are we angel or animal?

Some philosophies take the view we're animals and that the overlay of civilization
checks the excesses of the predator, Others insist that the cruelty we see in people is the result
of social pressures rather than an innate sadism and argue that we're innately decent.

- Who's right?

Most philosophies and religions assume that the human being is an unpredictable and
undependable creature who needs to be kept in line. It is not hard to see why. Serious history
makes melancholy reading. War has been endemic, In every society the privileged have
oppressed the poor. Once in power, liberators become oppressors and reformers seek special
privileges. Disciples of Jesus prove their loyalty to the founder's ideas by going on crusades,
and disciples of Ghandi show their allegiance to non=resistance by building an atomic uun:nl.
Again and again communities and leaders prove themselves w-d, foolish, cowardly,
close=minded, greedy, prejudiced or worse.

- You myndllkiThlhr'Imnﬂhl Imhmmﬂmdndnnnhmlqlmhrlin_lﬁ
"People are no damn good.”

| don't feel that way, | live with a lot of fine people, and I'm pretty decent myself.

- Most people feel that way. Why all the pessimism?




Because of the evidence.

= | suspect the hopeful view is more popular today .

You're probably right. Increased prosperity has increased our hopes and allowed 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 Rousseau, 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 .

These arguments have not held up. On closer nmlndﬂ!nn the savage proved not so
noble and the infant not so innocent. Freud talks a good bit about infant sexuality and oggression;
and anthropology has studied the darker sides of primitive life.

It turns out that this phllosophy of man is less a result of new research than o reaction to
the sense of possibility which surged through the West as the age of exploration and industri-
alization began to increase prosperity and so make possible the breaking of long familiar habits
and patterns of life.

- If | accept your definition of Communism as a religion, then faith in man's innate
decency is broadly held, Certainly Mandsm teaches that, as class bound institutions are replaced,
the worker emerges stronger, nobler and purer.

The worker in the Communist state, not only enjoys a better soclety, but becomes,
because of his experience with just institutions, more upright and great-hearted, in a word,
better, Those romantic paintings of Soviet workers with their smiling unblemished faces, clear
eyes ond strong bodies present this vision; but, as the song goes, It ain't necessarily so.

The unceasing achievement of modem technology convinced many that similarly
dromatic changes had, or would, take place in us. Education was the key; knowledge would
teach us how to become more open-minded, clear-headed and empathetic, and the univenity
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became for many the cathedral of whose alter they worshipped. But educators were not able to
prove that learning and character went hand in hand. Do you remember the teaching assistant
from my Ethics 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 pecple,

Charles Dickens dramatized what many had noted, that there was more violence in a slum than

a manor house. It was argued that the child is bent out of shape and often dehumanized by class-
bound, coercive institutions which corrupt his spirit and limit the unfolding emotional and

psychological potential . In an open, just and sympathetic soclal environment, children would

develop naturally their innate decencies. Progress come to mean institutional reforms, and

people began to experiment with new institutional models; New Harmony, the kibbutzim,
urban communes, designed to create healthy and loving 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, Amed with this faith in man, humanism and Marxism constructed
a new Messianism, in effect new religions whose basic theme was that man, not the Messich,
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 political and social reform and the miracle
of human potentiality rather than the miracle of God's promise. The older religions had
assumed a supematural transformation, "In the End of Days the lion shall sit down with the
lamb and a little child shall lead them.” Now, unless man built it himself, Utopia would
never be built and, since no Industrial Utopla could last long govemed by citizens governed
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 childhood.

= You've shifted ground. mmmmmm-ﬁm raised the

issue of human capacity.
The truth about human nature, like so many truths, lies somewhere between the romantics
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and the cynics. We have ego needs and could not survive without themy and we have an
innate capacity for empathy and love. A rough passage can harden the shell and a loving
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 Torch tradition has been wisely inconsistent. Some
texts describe the human as little lower than the angels and others dismiss him as little higher
than a brute. A favorite rabbinic image describes human nature os 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 outgrow his animal nature. Studies
of communitarian and utopian communities indicate that shared prosperity and true community
do lessen the need to leamn 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 Christion community celebrates the possibility of man becoming God. On
Passover Jews celebrate the promise of freedom, the possibility of creating ﬂﬂ;lﬂ conditions in
which man can become man. The Biblical metaphor is the image of Adam and Eve being human
even in Parodise, committing the one forbidden sin and being driven out of Eden to live by the
sweat of their brow and by developing the human skills and disciplines they possess.

- I'm having trouble reading you. All week you've been emphasizing conditioning, but

now you seem to question the importance of environment.

| don't question that poverty and deprivation create environments, the street, where
oredatory skills are rewarded and necessary fo suvival. What | question s the thesis that an
ideal environment would produce & commn P




232

told each other, was that the reforms hed 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 utopians 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 os to effect I'l'uL desired trans-
farmation. Mao's eultural revelution is the ultimate metaphor of this murderous parade. Millions
were killed to save mankind and, despite formidable and fearsome efforfs, there is little evidence
that the desired humen transformation 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 good, we often do harm and we can never escape the limitations of culture and ego. The
Toroh has few illusions; the thoughts of a man's heart are evil from his youth, None of the
Biblical figures is given a sinless biography . Their virtue lay in their struggle to become better
than they were, None of us is a parogon of virtue and, try as we can, we never completely
master our ego and libido., Judaism speaks openly of the limitations of human nature, but never
despairingly, of the possibility of spiritual and moral growth. The name lsrael signals possi-
bility. Jacob was called lsrael after he wrestled the long night with an angel, his fears, and
stood firm. It means "he who struggled with powers divine,"

Th-andihuﬂihnhmllﬂinnﬂw:. The covenant image assumes we can
give a good accounting of ourselves. As | suggested earlier, that favorite Biblical term, sin,
suggests the human reach. The long Ilnnf.nnlﬂn--hmwmwhhh
rather high assessment of human potential, '.Hﬂh\—ﬂﬂﬂlﬂr-ﬂlﬂ.

This point is made h‘;‘lmmﬁ _WIFle crafted description of o




interpret this to mean that the animal species are and remain what God intended them fo be,
but man was left unfinished, We become what we will ourselves to become. Physically, we
grow like weeds, inevitably; but in terms of character we grow by reflecting on our experiences,
by opening up our tenderer feelings and by force of will.

= You make life seem an unremitting challenge. | thought Judaism believed a time
would come when the struggle would be won, when "the lion and the lamb shall lie down
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.” Until then, the Bible suggests humans will continue to be both resolute and
forgetful; spontaneous and calculating; selfless and selfish,

The Torah tradition assumes that the strengthening of character'is possible, that moral
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 ability fo meet
the Torah's high: standards . What Torah does not postulate is that we can jump out of our skins
and become ongels. We face tests we cannot fully master with feelings we do not completely
control. No human being will ever be able to say: 'l am free of sin and of sinful thoughts,'
The Torah tradition does not crown Its heroes with halos,

We are not trapped in our limitations, I::ﬁnﬂﬂurmw-mﬁ-nﬂbﬂ. Maturity,
competence, sensitivity, character, are not easy fo achleve and never fully achieved. The
challenge is unremitting and the reward is the task itself, not its completion. Moses Is not
allowed to enter the Promised Land. He had to be satisfied with the knowledge that he hod led

the people to its border,
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| spoke of accepting our limitations and of recognizing that H'rln was no need to despair.
There is growth; but it requires unremitting effort and self-discipline as well as faith. The
struggle need not be a joyless one. There can be joy 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 joyous environment.

= | know very few hoppy people.

The hope of a man-made Messianic Age sustained many good people during the nineteenth
and the early twentieth century, a period when the rate of knowledge, leaming, 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 First World War, Then came Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin,
and atomic reactors which could provide energy but also could destroy the human race, Con-
fidence in progress gave way to deep uncertainty.

World War 11, the Holocaust, and Hiroshima forced many 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 Messianic Age dissolved before our eyes,
mass destruction of its own devising / Our machines lighten our burdens and threaten our very
existence, Our assembly lines provide a flood of goods provided we rape the good earth of
its natural resources to feed man, Our medicine has become lethal as well as “h-!.ll'ﬂl'ﬁ'ﬂ,
creating a population explosion which can destroy us all. 'l'hpt“nfm-lindllrm
every human acHvity. Winston Churchill chose as the motto for the last volume of his memoirs:
"How the great democracies triumphed, and so were able fo resume the follies which had so
nearly cost them their life.” The future became 1984, Many no longer see history as a drama of
progress but as a theater of the absurd, r

To describe our feelings we mmﬂﬁhmgmm-
gray verb - to cope. Iﬂhhm %l;- " ﬁm"hﬂﬂdﬂ.
“Rine* or “alight* or “okay.” N , cops, derives
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from the same root as the French verb, "couper”, 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 determined but resignedly so. We push on but without much eagemess,
and | 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 joy 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 joy of feeling
in tune with our existence,

Some time ago, | browsed in a book store. The table of non-fiction bestsellers was full
of books on how to cope: how to cope with your mamriage; how fo cope with your divorce;
how to cope with your children; how to cope with your parents; how fo cope with youth; how
to cope with age; hwtqmpuwlfhmﬂqﬂnm‘mm-bukmhuwhmdﬂilllm.
As | looked at this vast array of copology, | wondered ot the extent of discouragement in our
society. Was life so emotionally draining? Obviously not. Yet many of us are deeply
frustrated and clearly feel unfulfilled ~ that, by the way, was the word | noticed on many of
the promotional blurbs on the book jackets = fulfillment - an impossible term, but "here is the
key to fulfillment," absolute happiness, joy ot all times,

Why are we so frustrated? Why has the future ceased to be an exciting prospect? The
answer, | would suggest, is that sclence, technolagy, and fhe generations that have gone
mm--mﬂmmmmmnnhmm
i for gttt v on & bad pat nma-hw

-|..|I \

: 'r | I:L'l _l'-

' !-i_




235

Some time ogo | picked up an Anglo-Jewish joumal and noticed that its New Year's
editorial bore the headline, "5740, Can We Cope?" The writer proceeded to make a list of
problems which beset the Jewish people and Israel. The first paragraph was about Soviet anti-
semitism and a recent Politburo decision to limit Jewish emigration. Subsequent paragraphs
dealt with the escalation of neo-MNazi viclence in the Argentine, the dislocations which face the
Jewish community in South Africa, the world-wide economic effects of the Arab boycott, the
high cost of Israel's defense and the stress that such expenditures place on the lsraell economy;
the savagery of international terrorism directed against lsroel, the shrillness of attacks within the
United Nations against Israel, the sale of American supersonic jets and air-to-ground missiles
to Jordan and Soudi Arabia -~ and on and on and on. In his last poragraph the joumalist
tumed his attention to 5741 and asked his original question: "Can We Cope?"” The answer,
obviously, was yes; he intends to publish next year. Yes, but how? The editor really had no
other answer but the old piety, Am Yisroel Hai, the people of Isroel lives; we have survived,

'H'l"ﬂl"ﬂ&ﬂ'ﬂ,' we WI“ W'ﬂwi
- | know what you're going to say, Would this man have written the same article if he

hod not been a comfortable, public-school educated London Iintellectual but his great-grandfather,

an immigrant from Czarist Russia who had settled in the East End where he had survived as o
poorly paid school teacher.

You'll admit it's a good question, Would great-grondfather have been surprised by
Soviet mﬂ-nnil-lll, ur?dhhu been surprised by and emphasized the easy citizenship

T II_}_-ﬂwﬂwmhm“
mm mw—
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its borders? We take as a matter of course 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 nn:'l'hqu to fear, but fear
itself;' I'm not suggesting playing the ostrich.

What disturbs me is that you can cope, plod chead with your eyes down only so long,
and then the joylessness of it all begins to wear you down. Some give up, pull away from
community and responsibilities and seek work without challenge or stress. Others swing fo
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, Ascesis described the deliberate cutting back
of appetites and hopes which is adopted by those who want to escape the disappointment of
caring and losing, Ascesis says | am not going to allow myself to want desperately because |
will only be frustrated since | can never have all | wont. | won't let myself love fully or have
children because | don't want to give over hostages to forfune.

- Forgive me, but you sound a bit like a snake oil salesman dispensing one of those
up-beat philosophies which emphasize heady and hopeful stuff which satisfies our age's.need for
hope ,

| hope not. | can still remember the millions who read Norman Vincent Pecle's The
Power of Positive Thinking. Publishers tell me o well=written "If you only put your mind to it
you can' book is an almost guaranteed best seller. ['ve never tried. I'm not much taken with

something mlhdﬂnhmpﬂﬂﬂulmuhfﬁmlhlﬂphdﬂ but ore
taught only part of what we need to know and delight to describe largely unexplored areas of
personal ity and feeling; mﬂhmw-gﬁﬂaﬁrhmﬁm
potential and who propose fo make up for this lack by organizing classes in sensitivity or
emotional awareness. 1'm not talking about a quick fix, but about the pleasure of being part of
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a long-lived and creative people, the pleasure of discovering and using God-given talents, the
joy 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 years. Sophocles summed up the

despairing world view when he had o chorus chant; “Not to be bom is, past all prizing, best,

but, when a man has seen the light, this is next best by far, that with all speed he should go

to the place from whence he came."” Confrost the Psalmist's enthusiasm: "Happy are we. How

happy our lot. How pleasant our situation.” Among the new ideas which lsrael's prophets put |
forward was @ Messianic vision of a good life in a Promised Land. The good earth, God's

creation, was designed to support a decent soclal order, Jews were encouraged to find in

themselves and in their world the real possibilities which are here. Life is brief and bruising,
but there are hopes that do come true and the view is often breathtoking. Judaism despaired
neither of man nor of life. There is the joy of service, simha shel mitzvah; the joy of love,
“the rejoicing of bride and groom"; the joy of being a person of quality, "happy is the man
who has not followed the way of the sinner”; the joy of the Sabbath, There wos a requirement
that the Jew say a blessing for each meal, each purchase, each day, each drink, on seeing o
beautiful view or a beautiful woman, literally number his h:lallllul. Happy occasions were not
to be piled on top of each other, but separated and separately savored. Among the Hassidim

it was a mitzvah to banish sadness for it caused a "narrowing of the spirit" and made it

difficult for anyone to love God.

On Rosh Hashonah we wish each other a shanah tovah, a good year. We do not ask
God for joyless months spent drogging ourselves from problem to problemy we are thinking of
something far better. The liturgy reads: "Our Father, our King, grant fo us a year of happiness, "
renew our days, fill them with joy. Joy Is @ mood, an openness to certaln feelings which can
be ours only when we accept life for what It Is, o short passage between the dependency of
infancy and the dependency of age. Joy begins when we can face the truth that life is chonge,
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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, after all, enough.

- That's working kind of hard at being happy.

Happiness is worth working at, It takes a good bit of judgment and effort to place
yourself where life can be satisfying. Only a considered philosophy and a good bit of discipline
will allow us to keep our appetities in bounds and so be satisfled with what we have. | love
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 discipline
can keep us on the high road where the pleasures are not artificial but those of true accomplish-
ment, Many who pursue happiness flee joy.

- Before | can relax and enjoy, |'ve got to have hope, Give me some reason to hope,

lsrael . Despite Auschwitz and Arab ammies determined to drive the Yishuv into the seq,
Jews created a modern state on a despoiled and neglected land, lsroel Is for us what the
Phoenix was for the Greeks, a metaphor of the truth that civilization con rise from the ashes.

= What if, God forbid, Isroel should go under, what else do you have to offer?

Our Torah's Messianic vision.

- | don't believe in all that business about plough shares and pruning hooks.

Meither do |, except as compelling poetry. I'll answer you, but let me do It my way.

Rene Dubose writes a regular column in The American Scholar entitled "Despairing
Optimist.” | love the title because | identify with it. It suggests that to stay human we need to
keep on working for a better world despite the suspicion that we may be building on quicksand.
| approach the question of Isroel-Arab peace in this spirit, | have no reason to believe that o
treaty between lsroel and Egypt will bring peace to the Middle East, Even if tourists are able
to cross the common border and some bilateral trode ogreements are worked out, a treaty will
not assure peace. Cruel political realities and passions would remain. Govemments can change.
Prejudices can be stirred, Army divisions would still be massed on both sides of the border,
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Treaties are pieces of paper which are scrapped when they are no longer of benefit to one of
the parties. Yet, a treaty would be a useful step.,

There is no reason for black despair and there s no reason for jubilation. We are no
longer in what business men call a "can do" 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 "tradeoffs" which describe the costs which accompany any
political and technical progrom we undertake. Change coal for oil and you may melt the ice
cap. Use nuclear fuel instead of oil and coal and you risk redicactive contamination.
Continue to use oil and the world will run out of enengy .

- Doesn't it bother you that there will never be a time when everyone will sit securely
and none shall make him afraid?

Not really. I would bother me more if there were no tasks to accomplish, :

The original hope waos of a time of peace without end when the gods would bring
paradise to earth or man into paradise, For centuries we prayed for the coming of a Messiah,
a scion of the House of David who, supported by God, would free Jerusalem from foreign
domination and bring peace, freedom, and justice into our world. The Messianic dream was
an understandable hope in an age which had no reason to believe that man could, In fact,
change history. A better world required God, therefore the intensity of the hope invested in
the Messich, but the Messich never came.

As science and industry begon to Increase man's sense of his power fo transform his
situation, o secularized version of the Messich~hope emerged. Man was in charge of change,
and history was seen as a long progress from the cave to civilization, The going was rough ot
times ond exhousting, but movement was generally upward, nﬂmdquuﬂlll}'hﬂﬂll
reach the top and find there a grassy meadow, level and smooth, paradise, the Messianic Age.

It didn't happen that way. The more we climbed, 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 is o compelling ideo,
but an idea we mustn't take too literally.
- What's left?

Duty and possibility. We cannot transform the world, but we can increase the yleld

of grain per acre, find new sources of power and lengthen the life span. There are new things
under the sun. We cannot destroy the animal in us but we can refine our spirits, discipline I
our emotions, and develop our minds, With love, practice and wisdom we can, and do, grow.

If we cannot be part of the conclusion, we can join the expedition. As mountain climbers know,

the climb to the base camp is exciting and the view exhilarating .

Let me tell you a tale by lsroel's premier folklorist, 5. Y . Agnon. A farmer herded
goats. An old buck developed the habit of wandering off. Whenever he retumed his coat was
glossy and he looked younger. The goat's wanderings foscinated the farmer and one day he
told his son to trail the animal, The boy followed the goat across the valley, up @ mountain
slope, deep into a cave, and through a narrow slit in the cave's wall and Iinto Paradise. While
the goat grazed in these idyllic surmoundings the boy looked about. He weos dazzled and re-
salved to return home and bring back his father, Why farm when Paradise is within a day's
walk? He retumed to the slit in the rock but the fissure was constructed in such a way that
he could not wriggle through. So he wrote a note describing his find and Instructing his father
to follow the goat. He tied it to the animal's hom, confident that as before the animal would
ceturn to the flock. It did, but when the farmer saw the goat returning alone he cumed it as
a devil and killed it with a single blow. Only then he noticed the note Hed to its hom.

Paradise is not for the likes of us. Can you guarantee yourself against iliness or sudden
accident or the uncertain politics of the world? Can you guarantee family relationships against
stress and separation? Thulhm-pdd-hﬂﬂmﬂn-ﬂmqln "] have it made
and | con keep It this way."

What is true of us individually is true of us collectively. Thers will never be a period
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of peace without end. There will never be an age without social and political problems. Our
children and their children will know unexpected tragedy and face the contradictions of their
natures, We are mortal, there will be death., We are fragile, there will be iliness, We are

inconstant, there will be treachery, disappointment, and viclence. Some will have less,

others more, Some will want, others will take. The world will never be endlessly calm and
secure. Adom 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 dictatorship of the proletariat is inevitable

as s the falling away of the coercive nature of govemment. '
| can't offer you what | don't believe in. Marxism's simple=minded Messianism is its

major appeal, The problem is that after the Czar you end up with Stalin. | think it wos

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 | agree with you and | know | don't want to. Aren't you contributing to

the mood of joylessness you criticize? If you don't believe in a personal Messich or in a

Messianic Age, what do you believe in?

I'll say it again. | believe that It is possible to live ﬂﬂil‘Fﬁl“}F and joyously in a
world without conclusion. Living itself Is o joy, perticularly if you commit yourself to high
ideals and grand values, There is joy, Is there not, in the work we do when that work is worth
the doing; in love and in friendship when those we love are open fo us; when we give ourselves
over to experiences which are significant to us, which touch our soul and inspire our deepest
feelings? Wheraver we are, whatever be our condition In life, It Is possible, is it not, to
spend our energies usefully and to know that we will know o certain satisfaction from our labory;

and to give oneself over to friendship and love, mummﬁlhm
mdnuﬁunwlllh“ﬁﬂ!ﬂ”ﬂm. e In #
It is good to be on the way, part of the pilgrimage of ma
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betterment, Like the children of Israel in the wildemess, | believe none of us will ever reach
the Promised Land, but | know that there is joy in being with those who are trying and who care.

There is work worth doing, challenges worthy of us, and there can be delicious moments
along the way . Whenever we do something for another selflessly; involve ourselves with some
social undertaking that is not self-serving; glve of ourselves in @ moment of need; align ourselves
with a useful couse; ot that moment we are on the Messianic jouney moving like our fathers
toward a Promised Land,

Some years ago | met a man who had worked for fifteen years on a research project in
physics. He had not been able to solve the problem. We talked. | remember saying to him:
"“You must be terribly disappointed.” | have never forgotten his answer. "Yes, of times, but
not as much as | thought | would be, You know, every lead that | pursued will save someone
else from tuming into a dead end. I've helped. | will not win the Nobel Prize, but | have
helped. Most momings | enjoyed going to the laboratory. There was an excitement to what |
was doing. | knew It was worth the doing." We do not have to succeed to know the joy of
moments when we know that the pattem of our life is good, thet we love and are loved, and that
we are among those who are building civilization. The Torah tradition lifts up the joy of
being on a worthwhile way and teaches us through the religious life how to savor the joys of
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Chapter 13
THE PROMISE OF LAND

The moming paper was full of another General Assembly debate over Jerusalem and the
West Bank which, as so often, was not a debate on the merits of lsrael's policies but a well-
rehearsed diatribe; not unexpectedly, the first 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, toos

Actually our past begins in Syria, Abraham's home, not Canaan. Every one of the
patriarchs spent part of his life outside Canoan, and Moses never set foot on its soil, lsrael's
importance to Jews is religious rather than historical . Zion is all tied up with the special
massionism of the Jewish tradition; it is the Promised Land,

= | love the sense of antiquity.

So do |, but there are many ruins in our world, some far older and grander than any in
lsrael, I's not the ruins. David conquered Jerusalem and made it lsrael’s capital. The ruins of
David's city are still there, a mass of rubble south of the walls of the Old City. Hardly onyone
visits David's wallg; yet we are drawn like drones to the Western Wall - a much later structure,

but one associated with The Temple, God, the promise,

- What promise?
Redemption. Every element in Judalsm's special and surprising message related redemp-
tion to this ploce. The Messiah will rule here. Resurrection will take place here. A sovereign
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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.

Mo, but | recognize that they color all Jewish thought and are expressed in every worship
service, "Rebuild Jerusalem quickly in our day." Israel is in a Jew's soul, and this emphasis
on place tells us a good bit about Judaism's attitude toward the future,

If a religion despairs of this life and focuses on the joys of the next, its promise will
not include a Promised Land theme. Christ insisted: "My Kingdom is not of this world.” Gautama
taught his followers not to put down roots, for those who care about possessions or place will
not achieve Nirvana. But, if your tradition affirms the possibility of a sound society 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 dedicated, forms tilled, cities
established in justice,

It is o measure of Judaism's optimism that so many myths center on place. God commanded
Abroham to go to the land "that | will show you." Moses was ordered to lead the slaves to o
Promised Land, Deutro-lsalah brought God's promise, promising to make a way In the desert
for those exiled to Babylon along which they could retum to Jerusalem. Other worldly themes
were added to Isroel's hope == promises of immortality, resurrection and the World to ®Gme, one
nice thing about dreams is that they are open-ended == but Jews never let go of the earthly
promise and, consequently, despite serious and repeated buffetings, never despaired of this world.
To others the world might be a vale of tears or a place of unrewarding trial. Jews neither denled
the tears nor the trial, but theirs was always the confidence that God would redeem and that
redemption would take the form of @ "Zion redeemed In justice "

- Why doesn't Christianity have a similar focus on land in its teachings?

Christianity was the creation of men who believed that the familiar world was coming to

1 it
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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 Wildemess and the Diaspora,
Their preparations were directed towards the End of the World not the building of God"s Kingdom
here and now. 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 Zien,

- Promised Land talk sounds just a bit romantic. | thought the Biblical 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 projection of a childish hope to be back in Eden?

For the lsroelites 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 from
enemlies, enhance its cities, and secure its fertility, There is nothing in the founding myth
which promises ease in Zion.

The beauty of Zion was often described in enthusiastic terms, "o pleasant land;® "a land
flowing with milk and honey.” Jeremich says, "the goodliest heritage of the nation," But Zion
was not Eden where everything one needs is available for the asking. Zion s subject to drought,
locusts and invasion, all the natural and intemational catastrophes which can afflict a country.
It took a lifetime of wandering for the lsraelites just to reach the Promised Land and three more
centuries of struggle to subdue and overcome the Canaanites and the Philistines. The land Is a
hard and unyielding place; home, but not a fairy land: cultivable, but not magically fertile.

= This week you've talked o mmq—mmnmmlm and the
fact that most problems have no solutions. | buy that. But the Promised Land thesis suggests that
our wanderings do end.

Not quite, “‘hmﬂnwmm_mlqnﬂllﬂhhh. The Promised Land
did not belong to lsreel by wm; mwﬂh- ' ww. The land was

" Mg

theirs becouse God wished it 0. God had promised the land fo Abroham and his descendants.




If they proved irresponsible tenants, God might some day decide to take it back from them.
Indeed, early in our history, lsrael was twice driven off the land, first by the Babylonians and
then the Romans; and the prophets told their people that defeat and exile were the result of the
nation's faithlessness to the covenant. Soversignty Is never unconditional. The struggle goes
on.

The national home was looked upon as private property, God's: "The land is Mine"
(Lev. 25:23). God chose Israel to live there, fo farm it and secure ifs cities. The tribes poid
God rent in the form of tithes, God's Word, the Torah, provided His tenants careful and detal led
instructions as fo the rules of cultivation, conservation, and community organization, The land
was to lie fallow each seventh year, Trees were not to be cut down for the battering rams and
scaling lodders required to besiege an enemy town. No field was to be planted with mixed
seeds, Each city was to organize a system of courts and provide welfare support fo its poor. The
Torah required that boundary stones were to be raised and respected; but these established
only conditional title. God hod allotted the land among the Twelve Tribes and each Jubilee
Year, every fiftieth year, the land was to revert fo its original assignee. Those who sought to
enlarge their holdings violated the spirit of God's homestead program, "Woe unto them who
add field to fleld.” Monopolists were punished, not only for the common sin of greed, but for
the covenant sin of disobedience. Violation of the terms of the covenant, tronslate indifference
to the responsibllities of social justice, would cancel the lease.

In Jewish thought, sovereignty and social responsibility are inextricably paired.

For the Zionists of our times pioneering In the Yishuv was not simply a back~breaking
effort, and physical labor was only part of the challenge. They knew that Zlon Is to be built in
justice, Theodor Herzl's utopian novel, Thﬂld-hh-& describes a model soclety, clas-
less and free, based on a culture of the highest order,

- | spent a year at the Hebrew University , | saw rocky land transformed info green fields, |
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unwanted Jews welcomed into citizenship, the plety and mysticism of The Wall; but | felt
lsroel's psychological impact particularly in terms of my Jewish identity. ['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 fo 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 lond and so able to build o conse~
quential record. Land is not only the most precious of possessions but, psychologically, perhaps
the most necessary. The wanderer leaves no mark of his passing, The farmer plants trees for his
grandchildren, and the city dweller bullds libraries and museums for his.

= I've been to The Wall and worked on a kibbutz . And | appreciate that retum to the
land has meant an end to living on somebody else's turf and tolerance; what | don't understand
is why the world seems not to understand. | was shocked out of my skin when a friend found |
was a Zionist and sald almost corelessly, 'l never thought of you as a racist,’

He had picked up o scrap of the big lie which the Arab and Soviet blocs repeat end=
lessly and have even managed to dress up as official wisdom through their automatic majorities
at the United Nations, When, In l???, the General Assambly of the United Nations passed a
resolution condemning Zionism "as a form of rocism and of raclal discrimination,” the vote was
condemned os outrageous by the United States government; and outrageous [t was, a tribute fo
the power of oil; to old-fashioned anti=semitism; to knee-jerking anti-Americanismy and to
ignorance. Repedt an idea often enough and it gains currency.

= How do you define Zionism?

- Zionism is a liberation movement focused on the renewal of the Promised Lond s o
national home for the Jewish people, |

- Liberation movement is twentieth century jargon. | think of Zionism cs the fulfiliment
of a long-deferred but never forgottenpromlise,
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reject the imoge of life as a hapless burden, with all blessings reserved for some life to come,
On Passover we end the Seder with the hope: "next year In Jerusalem,” Jews sanctify this
connection of land and covenant, not simply out of dogged plety, but because it has always
expressed our understanding of redemption, Redemption Is possible in the here and now as well

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 simply: "Go to the land that | will show you, and be a bless-
ing." Once Abraham had settled in that land, Canaan, God made a covenant with him. In
return for his pledge of obedience God promised Abraham that this land "will be yours, and your
seed forever.”
Later, at the Buming Bush, God placed two obligations upon Moses, to bring the
children of Israel out of Egypt and to lead the tribes to the Promised Land. When the tribes of
Isroel affirmed God's Word at Sinai, they accepted the bonds of a covenant relationship
inextricably bound up with the land, God wamed: *If you agree and give heed, you will eat
the good things of the earth; but, if you refuse and disobey, you will be devoured by the sword." |
Biblical prophecy is best explained as an interpretation of Jewish history which elaborates a
single insight: that the fate of the nation is not determined by ordinary considerations of political
power, but by the quality of national obedlence fo the covenant regulations. The prophets
interpreted the successive disasters which befell lsreel and Judah as God's doing, results of the
nation's sins, Land is an essential category In the covenant's calculus of rewards and punish-
ments and, thus, the existence of a Jewish State or its absence is 0 measure of lsroel's closeness |
to or alienation from Ged. Once exiled for their sins, this psople, accustomed to covenant




galut, both physical displacement and a state of alienation from God. To travel to the Holy
Land is aliyah, a going up; and to leave the land is yeridah, a going down. Jews felt closer
to God in the land than any place else.

- That's irrational .

That's the power of myth.

- |f 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 rightecusness. God would reward a
repentant Israel with land, security and peace. Troditional nurimlnn remained, by and large
as it began, pious and politically passive.

- | don't like to think of Jews as passive.

They weren't always. Chanukah celebrates a successful struggle for sovereignty and
Masada an unsuccessful one, lsrael's passivity was part plety and part cold calculation. Generally
the simple truth was that there was nothing else a few Jews could do.

So, they prayed and obeyed God's Instructions, During every century since the destruc-
tion of the Temple in the first century, the pious went up to Jerusalem to offer prayers in the
Holy City asking God to hasten Israel's retum to Zion, for redemption. The medieval Avalei
Zion, or Mourners for Zion, believed that by offering devotion near the Temple Mount and baring
their misery they would move God to speed the uu:mlm of the Messich. Children os a people
innured to political impotence, whose faith, Biblical faith, insisted that God was in full control
of history, it did not occur to them that they might hasten Zion's redemption by buying and
cultivating land and organizing @ government, A ba >

Modern m“mmmmn insisted that
prayers were not enough. M m caught

the modem spirit of ¢ » abandoned ¢ |;- ' _ and pr Lgﬂl create the
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physical basis of the nation's rebirth. Modern political Zionism, like the social gospel of
contemperary Christionity, represents a vision of man as partner with God In the work of
creation.

During that 1977 General Asembly debate, an Arab diplomat, Abd-allah al-Sayegh,
informed the world body that Arabs have no quarrel with Judaism. Arabs, he sald, applaud
Judaism, but Zionism is a bastardization of that tradition. His proof? The existence of oppo~
sition to Zionism among Jews. Al-Sayegh claimed that the Zionism as Racism resolution simply |
repeated what " Jewish intellectuals” had said. Al-Sayegh spoke with a forked fongue, but he |
was right to this extent: during the nineteenth century significant numbers of orthodox Jews,
still cought 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 lsrael no longer trusted God; and, since
such blasphemy was a sin, whatever the pioneers accomplished would only delay the long-awaited
redemption .

- That's no longer the mainline orthodox position today.

It hasn't been for a long time. As the possibility of establishing a national home by
political means emerged as a realistic possibility, the vast majority of traditional Jews joined
the Zionist movement. Nor did they have to abandon fundamental doctrine In order to do so.

A theological rationale }ﬂ?;:ﬂﬂ . by men like Yehudah Alkalal and Zvi Hirsch Kallscher,
nineteenth century orthodox rabbis from Eastemn Europe, who argued that Jews have never expected
God's forgiveness without evidence of teshuvah on our paris. Repentance is an active posturs.

It implies changing the basis of our lives. The Initiative must be ours. Let our people show
initiative and go to the Holy Lond. Let them establish farms and found cities and bulld schools,
God will see that we are sager to pleasa Him and He may tum towards us and complete our begin-

ning by making it secure and sending the Messich.
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- That's interesting. | had thought most opposition to Zionism came from assimilated

Jews,

Baing assimilated, these were the people who had access to public platforms and the

general press. The events of our century have exposed the tragic inaccuracy of their political

judgments, but their position must at least be understood. i
Many of the newly enfranchised Jews of the West half believed that the Messianic times !

were ot hand. The once-excluded were now citizens, liaac Mayer Wiss, the snergetic |

organizer of Reform Judaism in the United States, said ot various times: "In the nineteenth

century civilization began;" "In a matter of a few years universal peace will reign;" "The old

barriers between people are coming down.” | do not pick out lsaac Mayer Wise to pillory or

parody him; his voice picked up what wes being sald by hundreds of Jews who suddenly found

themselves in a world full of dazzling freedoms and possibilities, sensed the vastness of the

changes which had come on Jewish life, and could not believe that the liberal reforms basic

to their brave new world would not fulfill their promise. In their eyes it was @ time for men of

progressive aftitudes fo cooperate, not separate. They could not Imagine Jews leaving the

golden streets of New York or Chicago for the barren wastes of a backwater province of the

Turkish empire. They believed in a universal brothethood of men of good will. All nationalisms

s aemed anachronlstic, Why erect fences? Wy take Jews aut of that community? They had

just escaped from a state of their own, the ghetto. Why create a new Jewish State?
Zionism grew among those Jews who valued the particularity of Jewish life, whose piety

was not passive and whose political judgment was not sanguine. The bourgecls Jew of the West

read his history as a Messianic drama. The Ideas of the French and American Revolutions would

s00n become political reality across the globe, The Zionist read the nineteenth century as just

another century, a time of promises made and pr e DO i ipalities of Germany had

1 ™
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Congress of Vienna. In the universities new and exciting ideas were taught, including, in some
places, new theories of enti-semitism besed upon pseuvdo—scientific theories of race, Political }
anti=semitism diminished in some places and grew in others. By the end of the century, Vienna, E
perhaps the most cultured city of the age, was govemed by a council dominated by The Anti= i
Semitic Party, and which had only one plank in its platform, "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 cosmopolitan 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 thelr analysis, the European Jew was in a Catch=-22 situation: If

T e

he advanced politically and socially, he incited envy, and the envious used anti-semitism to

eliminate competition; if he failed to Westemnize and remained an outcast, he was vilified as
alien, a fossil, an anachronism.,

- It's amazing how often we see only what we want to see,

| keep telling you religion is powerful stuff.

- You're saying that Zionism was a program for Jews who did not believe that we had

.

entered the Messianic Age.
Zionism is a program for action in an unredeemed world, Theodor Herzl was sent to

Paris, the crodle of liberty, by an Austro-Hungarian newspaper fo cover that capital's theatre, !
His assignment happened fo coincide with the Dreyfus Trial, The Jew, Dreyfus, an amy coptain, |
was convicted of treason on trumped=up charges manufactured by a powerful military clique, |
eager to find a scapegoat for their own incompetence, This show trial was to prove that France's

defeat by Prussia in the 1870 war was not the ammy's foult but the Jews', Herzl was shocked by

this blatant miscorriage of justice and by the sight of tens of thousands of Frenchmen, marching

' e Jews os the arch enemy and
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He came to feel that Jewish life would be crippled as long as it depended on Europe's diseased
political environment. Jews had to have a home of their own because Europe would never
provide them security, Herzl did not foresee Mein Kampf or Dachay; but he and his fellow
Zionists attacked the nalvete of those Jews who believed that it was the dawn of a Messlanic
time, Herzl urged Jews fo act: "Apeople can be helped only by its own efforts, and if it cannot
help itself it is beyond succor." The action required was to build a state.

= I'm not much for nationalism. People should be loyal to humanity, not gevemments.

Perhaps that will happen when the Messich comes, Until then loyalties will 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, ond states and states. The Jewish vision of state, Zion,
is heavily value laden. For Jews, state is an ethical as well as a political tem,

When the Zionists looked at the Jews of the ghettos and of Eastern Europe, they saw in
the Pale of Settlement what sensitive observers have recently taught us to see in the ghetfos of
American cities: men and women brutalized by a cruel and impoverished environment and by
experiences which have rendered them nearly incapable of fulfilling their potential as human
beings. Europe's diseased and racist political environment had taken its foll of the Jews. Many
Westem Jews were so uncertain of their roots and place that all they wanted was to put Jewish-
nass behind and were filled with that most corrosive of poisons, salf hate. The Zionists did not
try to hide the unfortunate characteristics of the huddled masses. Yes, mony Jews were far too
shrewd; and many of them were idle, never having been able to eam a living; many of them
cringed when a muzik walked by; and there was much in their home and civic life which was
not pretty, Zlonism was a program for the rehabilitation and spiritual renewal for the Jew:
Hebrew Instead of Yiddish; skills with the hoe and spoade as well as the per; new role models, the
Maccabees and the Biblical soldiers and farmers fo complement that of a scholar bent over his

books., W{Ihhﬂﬂ'ﬁhﬂﬂtlﬂﬂf-ﬁmﬂﬁhhmwﬂpﬂ




in Europe, not in Palestine. It was spent to purchase farms where young Jews could learn the
skills of a modern 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: "Zionism is @ retum to the Jewish fold
even before it becomes a retum to the Jewish land,"

Statehood was critical because, until the Jew had a place he could call his own, a
national home where he would always 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 age was espoused by one or another
Zionist for the renewal of the Jewish nation. Tolstoy told his Russians to go back to the land and,
with honest labor, sweat the corruption 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. Life in the
crowded cities has corrupted 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 daily labors under the sun,
You will find your back straightening, your mind clearing.” Seocialist Zionists suggested
programs to end all class divisions. Ben Zvi, Borochov and others wrote of trve community, of
an end to privilege, of the socialism of the kibbutz, of sharing labor and benefits.

- What's Jewish in all this? Sensitized by outside influences, these thinkers looked for
reflexes of Tolstoy or Marx in Torch and, as legions of commentators before them, found under—
ground streams whose waters they brought to the surface, Many Biblical figures had worked the
land. . . Why not read, "by the sweat of your brow shall you eat bread, " as a blessing rother
than a curse. mmmmmwm-d-ﬁ-ﬂdl
econcmic and soatel il st et e . /s 5 iy 15
It was @ time when Jews generall the pi
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Though secular learning had replaced medieval scholasticism and superstition In much of
Furope, Judaism was still deeply enmeshed in Kaballah and the superstitious web of medieval
life. A Zlonist writer like Ahad Ha=Am looked upon the rebullding of the national 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 like him, one of
Zionism's major goals was to build "a great cultural institution in Palestine, aftracting to itself
a large number of gifted Jewish scholars working in a Jewish atmosphere, free from repression
and not unduly subject to extraneous influences, becoming a source of new Inspiration to the
Jewish people as a whole and bringing about a true revival of Judaism and Jewish culture” = a
Hebrew University,

= I'm puzzled, We've talked a good bit about the ability 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 social pathology. Is Judaism
enlivening or not?

The human being and the societies he creates are remarkably resilient, but not infinitely
so, The historic communities of Spain and Portugal were eliminated at the end of the fifteenth
century. Eastern European Jewry never recovered from the Cossack massacres in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. These were the years in which the ghetto was officlally created in
ltaly, when the Roman Church, reeling from the Protestant heresy, tumed on the Jew as source
of that heresy, and when Protestants like Luther turned on the Jew because they were trapped by
Christianity's traditions of contempt. It was an age when more was being asked of Torch than

any religlon can provide ol -
- | thought that Zionism wes created o solve a refugee problem. You're saying that
Zionism was created to renew the Jewish peopl reform its institutions, and

to enlarge the possibilities of the Jawish.
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Herzl lived a half century before Hitler, ot 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 remain a Diaspora tradi-
tion.

- It must have been harder to make the case here than in Europe.

‘H WS,

Al=Sayegh was right to this extent: in the West, particularly among Jews who had pros-

pered, Zionism was mistrusted and misunderstood. He was wrong when he implied that there is
today any major 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 incredibly bitter lesscns transformed nearly all Jews
into Zionists, Herzl's analysis made in the 1890's proved out tragically in the 1930's and 40'.
World War Il taught Jews two unforgettable lessons. First, not to depend on good will, Great
itain had closed the doors to Palestine precisely when Jews most desperately needed to find o
haven. The United States had not opened s doors during the decade when Hitler's refugees
needed a place of refuge. Second, that anti-semitism had the power fo tum ordinary people
Into efficient butchers of Jews. | cannot put out of mind Hannah Arendt's phrase describing the
activity of Eichmann, "the banality of evil." These two lessons, hard-leamed by many Jews,
turned all who cared about Judaism into Zionlsts commiitted fo the renewal of the Jewish

| creative spirit, to the intensification of Jewish life, to Jewish leamning and programs of identity,

and to the survival of Jewish people.
- | lived for several months in lsrael and Zionism Is for me, all that you have said and o !

much needed proof of what is possible In our world. If our people, the castouts of Europe, could
take an unwonted place and tum it green and build on it a graceful civilization, then what was
not possible for the world given will and determination?

- Isn't Zionism also the West Bank settlements, an occupying army, and o massive defense
budget?
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There have been four invasions of the State, endless terrorism, and a stated Arab policy
to blot lsrael off the map. lsroel's life has not been easy, and energies and resources have hod to
be diverted to defense; yet, few other nations have so transformed their environment, lsrael's
social services are studied by other nations as useful and successful models. Culturally, Isrcel
is a major power. Almost all are refugees, but there are no refugees, Thu;udnhwlmdm

compelling .
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Chapter 14
WHAT SHOULD | DO?
It had been a rainy Monday. The TV had been on and a few had been watching a soap
opera which, as it tumed out, provided the peg for our conversation. The screeshad showed a
father returning home after a visit to his doughters in S5an Francisco and saying o a friend,
"Either the whole world is crazy or | am,"
- The line's an old war horse,

- My father often feels that way. His version is: “No one seems fo 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 radical political

and economic surgery and that such gifts as hers delayed, perhaps fatally, such refom.

Her daughter had been home for a visit that had proved to be difficult. She was living
with another graduate student. They had a wonderful relationship, or so she told her mother; but
they were not about to be married. Marriage would sully the purity of their love. What they had
mmmmﬂﬂﬂwmldhnr-lfiquﬂﬂmldhmﬂmlﬁ.

After sixteen years of marriage her brother and sister-in-law had filed for divorce. They
were the best of friends and intended to remain so, but her brother had told her both of them
needed a fresh start and, since they weren't getting any younger, the sooner the befter,

The night before she came fo my office her husband had come home and fold her to pack
their bags, They were going to take a long trip. He was sick to death of the hassle with

clients, government forms, and union negotictions, Someone else could take over the business,
Whatever they could get out of it, so be it. ﬁWﬁﬁMy%h could still
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enjoy the trip. Perhaps they would end up living in California. She poused. She seemed
whipped. "l just don't know what's right any more,"

- As long as nobody gets hurt, what's the difference?

Shared values are as important to a family as love. Without some basic agreement 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
called a social compact, and arbitrarily imposed standards.

- My parents are fairly sensible, yet, we have knock-down-drag=outs on just this
kind of question. | believe in living each day. They fought my dropping out of school on
the grounds that | ought to get my professional degree first. |said I'd get it, but | didn't want
to spend my youth in school. | talked about today. They talked about the future.

When | listen to the generations struggling to adjust to the structural changes which
have taken place in family life and the social order, | find myself an audience to some real
anger between people who love each other, each of whom believes he is acting wisely and with
his own and the other's best interest in mind,

A few months ago an elderly woman came to me with a bitter complaint about her
daughter and son-in-law. They were insisting that she move into an old folks' home, She hod
been raised in the era of the extended family when ageing parents lived in the family home and
only the iwnmmimﬂ 50 she felt betrayed and abandoned:
“Don't my children know the Ten Commandments: *honor your father and your mother'?

How can they do this to mep" A few days later her children were In my office. Both of them
ter a mother who some-
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from a granddaughter at college. She was angry and upset with her parents, "How could they
out 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 7"

We talked about this specific case for a while and agreed that analyzing complicated
ethical questions and clearly evaluating motives and consequences is a painful and difficult
orocess and one which requires a good deal of honesty; | 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 | know what's right. | feel it in my guts.

- Don't delude yourself. The little red flags in our conscience are put there by our
culture. | have a Muslim friend who feels guilty whenever he takes a drink and an Indian
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 trust

God's commandments, Torah, not conscience.

- You've criticized arbitrary standards, Now you're approving them, How come?
Ethical standards must be grounded in some normative system. Any measurement
requires ot least two fixed points. | agree with Emil Brunner's obssrvation: " Could we possibly
conceive that the ethic of Buddhism or of Brahmaism, with its world denial tendency, should not
hwhllyﬁﬁuﬂhﬂhqi-ﬂmlﬂﬁhm*hmmwﬂhhw

on ancestor worship. + « To try to discuss an 'original moral common tone' behind these In-
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a new constitution for their city, He presented them o copy of the Ten Commandments.

Ethics envolves an ideal side, Torah, and a practical decision-making side. At Sinai

|
God provided man with the basic rule of holiness around which civilization 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 evil. Why? "You shall neither wrong nor i
oppress a stranger for you were strangers in the land of Egypt." | cannot sit quietly in my home ‘
when someone outside calls for help. Why? ™You shall net stand idly by the blood of a neigh-

bor.” When | was foreman of our local Grand Jury | had to be careful of cultural otfitudes
which are class=determined. Why? “You shall do no unrighteousness in judgment. You shall
not respect the person of the poor or favor the person of the powerful.” | hear many things in

the course of my professional duties and, when people ask about others, | must remain silent.

Why? "You shall not go up and down as a tale bearer among your people.” The Torah is a
collection of instructions which, taken together, contribute a rule of life, a way which, so
the Torah tradition affirms, if followed faithfully leads to the well-being of the individual, the
community and the society.

- What about the Torah rules you do not accept = buming witches, stoning adulterers,
sex~differentiated roles. How can a Torsh which includes unacceptable instructions provide
standards?

I've also talked about the long tradition of interpretation through which the Torah has
been made to provide instruction appropriate to sach day. When | say Torah, | mean the whole
river, Torah and Torah commentary, not simply the bare text, The rabbis honored enachronistic
statements by inattention or reinterpretation. Capltal punishment was effectively abolished by
judicial process, Adultery was condemned, but adulterers were not stoned.,

- The Torch says "an eye for on eye.” Surely, you don't affirm the nobility of revenge?

It's not a rule of revenge at all, but a rule that domages must be commensurate fo the hurt .
"Life for life, eye for eye, footh for footh, . *

] h"'l'lil'l'-""'xr ot sonih)«
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No, but | might call my lawyer, The Biblical rule uses primitive terms; the Talmud
made the point explicitly: “An eye for an eye is a principle in cases envolving monetary damage."
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 Indian untouchable?

That's overstating it. Children bom out of an adulterous licison suffered certain shatus
disabilities and were limited as to whom they could mamry. It was not what any of uvs would call
a humane rule, but the sages apparently thought they were protecting the sanctity of marriage.
The bastard was o warmning to others. The reality of inherited guilt was fairly evident. The
son of a slave was a slave. We think they went about it in the wrong way, hﬂﬂuirwuywq
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 with our tendency to see a particular rule as
fixed for all times. | om as concemed with Kiddushim, the sanctity of marriage, os any
Talmudic master; but | must seek to strengthen marriage 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. | remember writing that | would kill te protect my
family from a psychopath and that, had | been a Jew in Nazi Europe, | would have stolen
whatever | needed to survive. | think now | would feel that the spouse of a permanently insti-
tutionalized mate who could 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 appropriate ideal .

- In my synagogue the tablets of the law are displayed above the ark. They're supposed
to be etched in stone. The symbol suggests that these rules are rock solid. How can the synagogue

use this symbol If there are exceptions?
Judaism never looked on Torah as a boiler plate, a set of instructions that you thumbed
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through til you found the right one. Torch provided instruction. Talmud Torch 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 case of |
gross negligence on the port of laborers, they are obliged to pay domages. A Talmudic sage
hired some workers who carelessly broke some wine casks. The sage demanded damages. The ‘

judge awarded damages. Then the workers appealed to the judge's leniency on the grounds that
they were poor men who worked hard and had families to feed. The judge remitted the award and

ordered the sage to pay their wages. The sage asked the judge: 'Is this the law?' And the answer I
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
down on opposite sides of issues like autopsies and abortion? |

Rabbis live in different environments, and many of us are conditioned by different
aspects of our fractured culture. Not only that, but we see different problems. Take the issue
of pulling the plug on the brain dead, Some see the issue as the sanctity of life problem,
Others that it is a quality of life issue. And both groups feel they are obeying God's command,
“"Choose life,"

Over several years a favorite subject around our dinner table was President Carter's
human rights campaign. Should we withhold aid and, perhaps, even recognition, from any
country which didn't guarantee full and equal rights to all its citizens. Carter might easily
have quoted Torah in support of his policy: "Proclaim freedom unto the land, unto all the In-
habitants thereof " The dignity of every earthling is fundamental Torah, but | found myself
swagesting that, In many countries, particularly In Africa and Latin America, American-style




rights mandate indiscriminately, as the Carter administration fried to do in places like Angola
and Nicaragua, did not guarantee a freer or juster soclety in the countries concemed; in fact,
the result might be quite the opposite.

- The camp doctor offered his experience; | found myself making the opposite decision
in two almost identical situations. In both cases a patient had a fatal iliness. The first
patient was a man in his middle years. As | looked him over, he looked up and sald: "Deoc, |
feel better now and | know that | 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 | came to a decision: "No, you're not." He cried. | explained. We
talked, Why had | 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, | visited an older woman, also 1ll with cancer and
with a limited time to live. She spoke to me hopefully: "I'm beginning to feel a bit better,
All this will soon be behind me and I'll be well." | wos comforting and solicitous. | made no
attempt to disabuse her, No one depended on her. There were no decisions that she had fo
make except to organize her |ast days as she wished.

- Often it's necessary 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 soclety
aware of the inhumanity of poverty, and some must organize mdﬂnﬁ.ﬂn:l’hpmmﬂf.

soclal welfare.
The Torch presents God's standards., We need to apply these sensitively and intelligently

to our situation. A ganeration ago a husband honored his wife by respecting her sex~differen=
tiated 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 judgments is to make a rigorous examination of our motives. [f | feel that |
am doing what | am doing out of love, if | feel It is genuine, that's enough, 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 | 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 self which is pure arrogance. Love covers anything end everything, any-
thing, at least, that we want it to cover. The Grand Inqulsitor sent men to the rack out of his
love for their immortal souls and felt good about 1t. His motives were pure. Pure love can
kill.

- O.K. If motives are only part of it, how do you suggest we think about the right
and the good?

By o calevlus of consequence rather than a calculus of motivation. | 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 little 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 judgment, A basic principle of Talmudic judicial procedure is that o
judge is disqualified from o case Involving someone he loves or hates,

- But how do you know what ought to be done?

| seek to transpose, as sensitively as | can, those acts commanded and commended In

Torah into the context of my life.

= Explain yourself,
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I'll give you a "for instance'. A large number of texts command concem for need.
"Happy is he who considers the poor.” There is also an emphasis In the Torah which assumes
that the ultimate responsibility for the poor rests with the community, The community is fo impose
a poor tithe and other taxes so that the poor need not beg or depend on someene’s charitable
impulse. To that end long term support (kupah) and emergency relief (famchley)were communally
organized. It follows that, as a Jew, | need not support a badly conceived public welfare law;
but | must recognize that the tradition affirms the basic thesis of the welfare state. As an
individual, | may be moved to help another, but | must do so wI'I'Iq_l.rf 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 | had begun on this task, | decided to repect a Talmudic illustration contrasting
Job and Abraham,

In defending his integrity, Job cited charlty among his other virtues: "Have | eaten my
morsel alone and not fed the orphan from my plate?” To which God Is sald 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 find the hungry and invited them home. You fed them what-
ever you were serving, #broham fed them what they requested.”

The Torah tradition is rich in such illustrations and lists many "oughts’; but it does not
suggest a mechanical duplication of what others have done or a literal translation in our lives
of some duty, Torch begins with the Imufﬂbﬂnﬂﬂﬂﬂlﬂﬁ-ﬂd’lim- When the
soges asked why God had done so, they answered: "So that we might make ourselves like our
Creator,” When the plriﬂpn—dudmhdnd,ﬂlwmmnﬂllhm They
answered, "As God is merciful and gracious to be you.” The Talmud puts it this way: "How
can mon walk after God? Is God not o consuming fire? What is meant Is that man ought fo walk
and buries the dead, do you likewise.” How do we know these are God's ways? God clothed




Adam and Eve. He visited Abraham ot Mamre when he was sick. He comforted Isoac after

his father's death.

- God also hardened Pharoah's heart and condemned indiscriminately all who lived ot
the time of Nogh,

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 Imitatio 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 | don't see that their lives are any
better than mine.

The search for a useful definition of the good was vigorously pursued in the academies of
ancient Greece, Plato developed an elegant formulation which grew out of an analysis of four

cardinal virtues. Yet, when | first read The Dialogues, | remember being puzzled that, having

defined the good to his satisfaction, Plato did not go out inte 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.

Philosophy defines. The Torch demands. ™It hes been told you, O 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 shape of a man and the symbol
for the number two. This suggests, | am told, that ethics exist only in relationship to others,
that a person proves his virtue not by the subtlety of his description of the good but by the |
quality of the life which he leads.

As an undergraduate | took a course in Moral Philosophy from a fine teacher, Ralph Barfon
Perry. He lectured twice each week and an assistant conducted a Friday seminar which gave us
a chance to talk over what we had studied. The young instructor obviously knew a great deal
about philosophy, but he was a sadist, Instead of encouraging undergraduates, fumbling In their
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first attempts o understand critical thought, he tore us to shreds and did so with obvious relish, He
was trained and we were neophytes. He knew all about the good, but he was not a good man,

| mistrust outbursts of moral passion by men of suspect character. Peace, justice, free-
dom, love - all those compelling words must be judged by the c:lhun:l'-fﬁhh- person who Is
using them, the context in which they are said, ond the consequences of the proposals being
made . | have heard Hitler and Stalin speak of peace and Neville Chamberlain promise peace
in our times, | have watched mobs demonstrate viclently in the couse of peace. | heard four
American presidents speak of peace and escalate violence in Vietnam. To quote on old Torah
saw: "It's not the words but the deeds that count," |'ve always appreciated the rabbis' insistence
that a text be clearly attributed to a particular tender. ['ll listen to Hillel on virtue, but not to
a glib scoundrel ,

- | know what you mean. When | hear youngsters pontificate about the wickedness of
politicians, | find myself wondering how they will act when i'hlil_' time of temptation comes.

There's a good deal of wisdom behind the rabbinic monition: " Never judge another until
you've stood in his shoes.

| quoted a few lines from Dietrich Bonhoeffer: "The question of the good always finds us
already in a situation which can no longer be reversed, We are alive, The question of good is
posed and Is decided in the midst of each definite, yet unconcluded, unique and transient
situation of our lives., In the midst of our living relationships with men, things, institutions
and powers, in other words in the midst of our historical experience." Goodness does not exist
apart from the deed itself. | have little sympathy for those impulsive charocters who act before
they think and, when they fail to accomplish their ends, as is often the case, excuse themselves
by saying: | only meant to be helpfull ®

-~ Why listen to Bonhoeffer?

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was bom in Germany in 1906 and died in 1945 in a Nazi prison.
A child of privilege, Bonhoeffer grew up close to his church and found his way into Its ministry .




Z70

Possessed of a well=-fumished and keen mind, he bacame known as one of the leading theologians
on the continent. In 1938 the Union Theological Seminary in New York invited him fo join
its faculty. He come, but a year later with war imminent Bonhoeffer retumed to parish work in
Germany where he defied the Nazi officials who forbade him to preach or teach. Within o
matter of months he was in jail. Knowing he faced death, Bonhoeffer nevertheless worked on o
book on ethics, the book from which | quoted, until he was hung.,

Believing as | do that Bonhoeffer is comrect, that we will fail to define the good if we
try to do it apart from a concrete situation, the times, the context, the relationship and the
culture, the range of options in which that perticular decision must be made; | have always
appreciated the special genre of writing developed by the rabbis to investigate ethical ques-
tions. Jews generally avoided ethical theorizing in favor of a careful analysis of individual
cases. Occasionally, a medieval philosopher like Soadya wrote a chapter on ethics, generally
presenting an analysis which was little more than a Judaized version of Aristotle's middle way;
but, by and large, they preferred the specific to the abstract, An interesting case would pre=
sent itself or someone would pose a specific question Involving moral issues, The rabbi so
addressed would advise as best he could and explain his views on the basis of Torah standards.
Those involved would accept his advice or not; but, if the issues were interesting, 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 precis and his decision to other outhorities for comment. No one ex-
pected every scholor to come down with precisely the same judgment, What was looked for

was enlightenment, insight, and sensitivity. The case would go the rounds. Each sage would

apply his knowledge of Torch and Talmud precedent as well as his own judgment. In so doing,
the sages developed a literature called She'elot u'Teshuvot, Questions and Answers, responsa
which related to specific issues and emphasized the Importance of thoughtful application.,

A rough analogy can be made to our constitutional system. Each Supreme Court justice
interprets the Constitution occording to his light. Some are overwhelmed by change and feel
the need to dnhndﬂuﬁldwmldnllmﬂnfﬂln—mdMH_H. A Justice Douglas
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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 slavishly to precedent. In Ju-

daism, ethical judgment always blends text and spirit, Torah and hest . When one reviews the
literature, it's surprising how often we are reminded fo 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 means keeping faith with the Torch.'
Let me quote you a bit of Talmud about fasting on Yom Kippur. "If, on Yom Kippur, o preg-
nant women smells some food and craves for it greatly, she should be given a little until she
no longer feels weak or faint, A sick person, too, is fed at the word of the physicians. If |
no physicians are present, one feeds the sick person when he wants it = until he says, 'encugh.’
Verse 126 of Psalm 119 reads: "It is time for God to work, because they have rebelled
against the law." If one takes this phrase out of context, os the rabbis sometimes did, another
translation becomes possible, "When it is time to be active for God, then put aside your law."
Torah law prohibited the High Priest from wearing his sacred robes outside the Temple
Compound; but, when Alexander the Great swept through Asia Minor, the reigning High Priest,
Simon, put on his crown and his vestments and traveled far from Jerusalem to offer Alexander

the city's homage. His robes were necessary to impress Alexander with his authority and, so, |
keep harm 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 Low. There wos danger that those few who

knew the law might be killed and that details of the low would disappear with them.

- That would seem fo Justify setting aside the Torah entirely.

Not really. When a Govemor proclaims martial law, he is responding fo an emergency .
Torah sets norms, Emergencies require exceptions.

- What about civil disobedience?
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Toroh accepts the laws of a state as binding, unless authority Is tyroannical 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 low. The rabble who came out of Egypt
were rebellious, and, as such, worthless to themselves until they bound themselves ot Sinai to
the terms of the covenant. Freedom Is not absence of law, but the absence of arbitrary and
unjust 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 beauti-
ful Bathsheba so he could bring her into his harem, God sent the prophet, Nathan, to condemn
him. No one Is above Torah law.

The lunch bell sounded, | 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, "in his image.”

To this fact, the saying of Rabbi Akiba 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 foct that it has besn revealed 1o-us ok we are meds ta His Image glves
us the incentive to unfold this image and, in doing so, to imitate God.




Chapter 15
IT'S GOOD TO BE A JEW

Bogs were packed, It was our last day. Dessert had been served and the conversa-
tion had become anecdotal. Our unannounced theme: nice things that have happened to me
because | am a Jew, The Institute director remembered a seder in Marckesh during World
War Il. It had been a touch of home on the far reaches of Jewish life. A number of Moroc-
can Jews had joined in the soldiers' celebration. A physician of the town hod asked him fo a
second seder at his apartment . The ritual had been familiar, yet different, especially the
melodies. He had been told the history of a thousand-year-old Jewish community he had
not known of before,

- Someone reported that each Jewish student at her university was adopted by a local
family who provided home-cooked meals, a bed away from the dormitery, and someone to talk
to. Being Jewish often affords all the advantages of an extended family.

When | was in college the food was less than adequate.

- It couldn't be as bad as ours.

But being Jewish helped.

= How?

| had informed the food service that | didn't I.“I pork or shell fish, Shell fish was too
expensive even to appear on the menu, but pork W regularly as the basic ingredient
of sausage or luncheon meat; and, whenever it did, |ﬂﬂf¥ldﬂ|:ﬂl;|’hﬂﬂf'l‘|’l chicken or
beef which otherwise was reserved for kitchen workers and other privileged staff,

Few other traditions provide as much community support. A stranger ot synagogue will
be invited home to a Sabbath dinner. There is an old maxim that all Jews are related and you
can't be a Jew for long without recognizing the special sense of responsibility for co-religlonists

everywhere ,

R S . ——
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= You're talking about the United Jewish Appeal .

Actually, | was thinking of relationships in a far more intimate way.

In nineteen fifty=three, during the Korean conflict, | wes assigned as a chaplain to
the staff of the Commander of our Naval Forces in the Far East. One day a young flier came
to me to make arrangements for his marrioge. He hod 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 o
noon=hour date some weeks distant, and | asked a young couple in my congregation if they would
arrange a luncheon so the occasion would be warm 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 hod crossed Siberia to Manchuria, settled in Harbin and moved on
to Hong Kong when Japan attacked,

= It's been this way for a long time, | remember reading that the Mediterranean com-
munities maintained an office on the island of lhn:l- for the purpose of ransoming Jews captured
by the pirate 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 name, A man who was
no relation sent them back the necessary paperns which included an affidavit guaranteeing his

parents ml.ph)rn'ﬂlﬂ'.
In a world full of refugees, Jews do not allow other Jews to remain refugees if we can

help it, During the 1930's my parents and their friends signed as many affidavits as they covld,
guaranteeing that those German and Czech Jews who were allowed Into the country would not
become welfare cases. Today our communities are exerting great effort to bring Jews out of

Russia, Iran, and North Africa and fo help them establish new lives and the ald extends to all

those services necessary for self-sufficiency.
- We've been talking about warmth and a sense of family; before we breck up, | want
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to talk about my private feeling. |'ve known a few happy times os a Jew. |'ve enjoyed a
5s:e::luar and occasionally been caught up in a Sabbath service, but | never quite feel that I'm
doing it right. | go to closses and work on the Sabbath. | don't obey all, or even most, of the
rules, and | often feel that what | do is 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 still seen as the "real thing,'

During the First World War a young philosopher, Franz Rosenzweig, made, and later
described, a spiritual pilgrimage which took him from a culturally essimilated German~-Jewish
home and a mood which found him contemplating conversion to Christianity into an active and
reflective Jewish life, When he came In out of the cold Rosenzwelg observed some of the

mitzvot but not all of them, Asked if he would adopt all the traditional ways, he answered,

when and as they feel compelling to me. For Rosenzweig the traditional mitzvot remained the
norm and becoming Jewish was, among other things, o growing sense of ease with traditional
practices,

| read to the group a paragraph by a liberal rabbi, whose approach is much like
Rosenzwelg's, "If pressed for explanations as to why | observe this or that commandment, |
can come up with a variety of reasons. Usually ethical or intellectual content is the smallest
part of my explanation. | prefer the hint of the Hassidic Jew who reminded me that if a person
wears tight shoes he can get a headache = that is to say, the somatopsychic epproach to
mitzvot, the idea that if you eat kosher you think and feel "kosher.' Or sometimes | think of
the whole business as a game - the kind of game described in Hermann Hesse's Magister Ludi,
which can, through being played, bring one into contact with the deepest strata of thought and
life. Most often and basically, however, | think of the mitzvot as the visible extensions of the

Jewish collective soul. They are the means by which a Jew can connect himself with this soul
and, through this soul, with the wellsprings of life, ultimate reality, God, nrm-rﬁlll.l want
to call it. And the more mitzvot, the more connections.”
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- That suggests that conservative and reform practice Is really baby food, a specially
prepared pablum for those whose stomachs are not yet ready for the real thing.

- What makes the rabbinic tradition the real thing? It's baen around a long time, but
not forever. Your river keeps running and Jewish life, and its accepted norms, do change,

My wife and | 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 aftention is
worth a distracted day. More is not necessarily better. The equation, the more mitzvot the

more connections, doesn't ring true,
As you know, | don't equate Judaism with a fixed set of practices. Akiba practiced
different mitzvot from Amos. Yet, both were good and plous Jews, The rabbis took only an

historic interest in the sacrificial cult, and | take little more than historic interest in the pro-
hibition of instrumental music during synagogue worship or the separation of men and women. My
soul Is dead to the appeal of such practices and it's alive to some forms which are quite recent:

Confirmation, Consecration, and Yom ha=-otzmaut are cases In point,

*

Rituals become mitzvot only when they suggest significent connections with Torah to

the Jew. The observer, not the observance, creates meaning. When the Jew changes, the
mitzvot mix will change, which Is why so many of us would be uncomfortable worshipping in a

synogogue with a mehitzah or not being able to accept a neighbor's dinner Invitation becouse

their home isn't kesher.

We determine what rituals are mitzvot and the particulor way o mitzveh should be
structured, The rule is that men say Kaddish for dead relatives. In most congregations, women
do 50 as a matter of emotional need and as o statement of thelr personhood. The Jew has
changed, and so the practice changes.

Som-rmqnnmdiHIHHW#HhﬁlEﬂ_i. The Kaddish
prayer praises God and an old tradition decrees that it Is recited by near male relatives when
they moum their dead. | knew the family well and | had not heard of any death, so after
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services | asked. It turned out that she had said Kaddish for her pet dog. Some few weeks
later | wrote an article in my congregational bulletin describing this episode and saying that |
was much taken with the honesty of her feelings. Why shouldn't the Kaddish be sald for any
living thing that one loved? An ultro-traditional newspaper in Chicage picked up my column
and played to the prejudices of its readers with this headline: “Reform Rabbi Orders Koddish

Said for Dogs." | was struck not only by the insensitivity of the plece but by the assumption
that, as @ rabbi, | order another element from the past to which my soul is deod,

The development of Sabbath law was tended to center on the no's: no work, no coocking,
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 limited work hours, "In it you shall do
no manner of work” has lost some of its bite and | prefer to consider the Sabbath as a day set
apart for all that refreshes my soul, a day to be with the family, to worship, rest, and relax.
It's a time to read o good book without Interruption and to meet with friends without talk

turning to work=related problems. All that enhances life is appropriate to Sabbath, | see
God's will in a Sabbath which includes worship, institutes such as this one, even a walk in
the woods or a game of tennis.

- Even work?

Yes, even work, if your work is a spiritual and intellectual delight. I've 'worked'
writing a book on many a Sabbath afternoon,

When he was asked when he would become a fully observant Jew, as defined by ortho~
doxy, Rosenzwelg answered: when | can. | would answer: | am an observant Jew.

- Do you feel guilty because you don't keep kosher?

No.

- |3 it becouse there are tough Pyre Food and Drug Laws and you find Jews no longer need
kashrut's hyglenic protection?

No. Remember, the dietary laws were originally rules developed to separate Jews from
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idolatry. The usefulness of some of these rules, as protection against diseased meat and spoflage,
was an unexpected side effect.

| do not keep a traditionally kosher home because | was not raised in such a home. |
eat no pork. We have no shell fish in the house. My mitzvah is a way of fulfilling the com~-
mandment: honor your parents, a reminder of a complex food code which once govemed
Jewish life and a statement of my developmental view of the Torch tradition. The separation
of milk and meat and the other dietary laws grew up over time = neither David nor lsaiah

kept kosher in the full rabbinic way — and can be diminished over time,

- But that's inconsistent .

Emerson described a foolish consistency as the hobgoblin of little minds.

- If Judaism is not defined by common practice, what holds us together?

Ours is not the first age where significant 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 Hassidic butcher. Fora thousand years
polygamy was permitted in many Sephardic communities and prohibited among Ashkenazim, It's

not an either all the mitzvot or no mitzvot situation. There have been numerous redefinitions

of the norms. The river runs on,

In my city there is a conference which includes the president and rabbi of each syna=
gogue. Our shared concems range from support for religious education and the extension of
services to the institutionalized and the aged to the integration of Russian Jewish immigrants,
state laws about Sunday closing, and prayer in the public schools. Our judgments are nat
always 1dentical on an Issue like Federal aid fo parochial schools but the sense of community
is strong and there is more which binds than separates us,

We are bound fogether by a shared calendar. The Sabbath comes at the same time sach

week for the pious and the secular citizen of lsrael, All Jews accept the same dates for the
High holidays and Pessh, There is a strong and regular pulse to Jewish life and even those
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i who toke the holy days as holidays respond in some degree to the special nature of the oceasion. |
once sow a fascinating collection of Haggadahs prepared and mimeographed by various kibbutzim,

Many were simply collections of materials on freedom and liberation and made no mention of
the God Who saves, but all 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. First, and foremost,
Jews share history and destiny. Mo one asked those who were marched Into Auschwitz whether
they were reform, conservative, or orthodox. Jews of all persuasions are citizens of lsrael and

contribute to the agencies and appeals of our diaspora communities.
Beneath all the other ties, a myth binds us as one. It's the myth of election. We sense

a purpose to Jewish survival, The theist says: God has assigned us an historic role. We witness
to God's will, The secularist 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 life 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. Tell us about yourself as I
o Jew. You weren't bom a rabbi, What led you fo adopt your Jewish identity? I'm asking
for what Christians call testimony . |

I'm afraid you'll find my testimony a bit disappointing. Testimony is most compelling
when it records a traumatic spiritual pilgrimage, like Augustine's Confessions, or sefs one's
faith ogainst traumatic event, like Anne Frank's Diory; my life has been relatively calm end, by
becoming an active Jew, in retrospect, seems no more than an unfolding of what was always
there and always around me.,

| grew up in a stable and leamed Jewish home, Being Jewish always has seemed right
and natural, In my home there were books everywhere: In my father's study, in the living room,
on the landing of the stairs, even in the basement. The old leather of the bindings aftracted me

—~




long before | could read the contents. The child leamed that he had roofs that went deep.
These were my father's books, He was a wise man and o | was certain the tradition was wise;

thirty years of serious adult scholarship have confirmed me in that view.

Until | was ten or so, Judaism meant those books; Hebrew lessons so | could read those
books; serious discussions around the table about the rise of Naziism and the need for Palestine
as a Jewish home, and the holidays. Hitler's photo was frequently in the papers, My grand-
parents lived in Jerusalem and wrote me from there. Seder meant thirty or forty guests,
much moving of fumiture and a dollar if | found the afikomen. Books, land and matzah,

A child relates to concrete symbols, Theology came later. | remain convinced that a meaning=-
ful Jewish identity begins with specific rituals and/or specific involvement In the survival
agenda of the Jewish community, The Jew who wants that part of his life to come alive need
not resolve all 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 life. Both out-
siders and insiders have doubts, often the same doubts. Doubts do not an indifferent Jew make;
distance does. Jewish identity begins in some binding activity.

Much later, when | was en undergraduate, a roommate and | went ot God over a long
night. We were angry. This was 1945, the papers hod just published the first pictures of
piled=up corpses and death camp ovens. My roommate was the first person | heard use the
phrase, God is dead. He was angry ot God, | wos as angry aof the cold=hearted world. Some-
how, | didn't blame God, Germans had built Auschwitz, not He, In exasperation at my
patience, he burst out: "you still believe because your father is still alive." Perhaps he was
right; faith is the sense that security and love do exist.

God is God, mI'WMWMhmwmme|
expected my parents to do whatever | asked, It's enough that He listens and tells me to push
on. The effort Is worth the making. God Is my confidence in the possibilities of life, In an
oge of recurrent tragedy, God is fo me the promise of civilization, Not surprisingly, one of my




favorite lines from the Psalms reads: "Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the
dawn." Worship for me is congregation. I'm not alone in my hopes; the first or the last of the
well intentioned,

| have never questioned my Jewish identity, Mine was a happy and respected home,
Anti-semitism was the non=Jews' problem not mine, |'ve been called names and tald that cer-
tain doors were closed to me; but | early recognized | could only be myself, It seems notural
that people should be married under o huppah or sit shivah during mouming; but | can take
rituals in many forms, What | could not take, ot least when | was younger, was the sense that
Jewish survival might not be of real significance to the world. | got imationally angry with the
historian, Amold Toynbee, when, with the myopia of an imperialistic Christianity, he declared
the Jewish people "a fossilized relic.®

At college | took a famous course, History I, which wes a survey of Western civiliza-
tion. | think | mentioned a few days ago that Jewish life was barely mentioned except for
one session which discussed the Biblical tradition os a background for Christianity, History |
made me wonder whether our survival was really important, There were all those miles of
non=Jewish books in the University Library and my father's study, for the first time, b*m to
seem small and insignificant, The course destroyed my Innocence about the pivotal nature of
Jewish life. | could never say with some of the ancient sages that all knowledge Is in Torch,
but | also recognized that those lectures were Hﬁlﬂhfiﬂ-mufﬂwm academic
tradition which was then already on its last legs. | doubt that anyone would teach such a
course today; we've come fo the end of the era of Christian parochialism; still, es you've
gathered, | have, ever since, been sensitive to the question of numbers. It's 5o easy to label
that which Ts small as parochial, but it is equally inane to insist that good things necessarlly

come in small packages. In the real world quality and quantity are both significant,
My father used fo say, to know a man look at his enemies rather than his friends. The

greatest power in Europe declared us to be Enemy Number One and set out to wipe us off the




face of the earth. lsrael is not simply another small people. If we were/are the arch enemy of
the Mazis and all forces of privilege and all ideologies of state power, then, truly, the Torch
tradition contains some recognizably powerful and vital truths; and, as Its witnesses, lsrael
participates in that power. The Holocaust is a human tragedy but it Is also a tribute to the
reach and the outhority of the Torah. Six million Jews were killed, not for who they were, but
for what they represented; and what they represented was a way of life which affirmed human
dignity and equal justice 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 understanding and mutual respect;
and which placed Its faith in the will of a God Who demands that we live by a law of rightecus~
ness whose obligations are quite specific.

In college | also took @ course in Marxism where | come across the term, 'cosmopolitan,*
used as a pejorative label to describe someone who is unfocused, vague, romantic, unrelated
to economic realities. | appropriated the term to describe that imaginary fellowship of people
of good will so many of my friends talked about: good folk who could put aside all the old

divisions and dedicated their lives unselfishly to civil rights, peace and the United Nations.
I've never doubted the force of self=interest. My father often quoted the text: "Do not put

your trust in princes,® which he took to mean that govemments write white papers to explain
their black deeds. Israel would not be if Jews hod depended on the world's good will, The
years after the end of World War 11, two million Jews still languished in European Displaced
Person Comps and English destroyers blockaded the sea lanes to Palestine lest these survivers
sneak in. Labels cannot be discounted, and a people who do not look to their legitimate

interests will find them snatched away. |'ve always responded to the tradition's realism and

often quoted Hillel's maxim: "If | am not for myself, who will be for me? If | am for myself |

alene, what am |7

I'm getting ahead of my story. The death camps were opened by the Allied armies,




and | saw pictures of the piles of emaciated corpses and heard the tales of horror. | knew |

owed these people a deep debt. They had died because they symbolized the tradition in which

| had been raised. On graduation in 1947, | went to work for an agency whose purpose was to
secure skilled military personnel for the defense of the Yishuv. Five Arab nations were threaten-

ing to drive them into the sea. | am equally committed to this people aend its principles. To
use the terms 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 Stotes and the development of a
strong spiritual life are all major agenda items.

Again and ogain, os | trace my coming alive as a Jew, | find | 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
compelling. It's words, not life, It is also bland, Experience binds, ['ve felt the binding
moment in a sanctuary when the familiar chants reach into my soul. I've felt that | belong
when |'ve defended the legitimate interests of the Jewish people, when | met o plane lood of
Soviet Jewish refugees landing at Lydda in the early hours of the moming, when | placed in
our Ark Torah scrolls which, in pre=Weorld War |1l days, had been used in a synagogue in Prague,
when | discovered in the tradition a morol perspective which helped me think through the dif-
ference between World War 1l and Vietnam, I've rejoiced in belonging to a community which
seeks truly to support every member and where emotions need not be hidden, | felt bound
during o visit to Jerusalem's Western Wall as the evening sun refracted two thousand years of
piety from the rose~colored stone; and in a small apartment in Tel Aviv as a cousin told of his
experiences in Europe and of the moshav where he is now a member. The binding moment is a

visit to an archeological dig as the scientists map out a gate which the Philistines defended

against David's attack. It is being part of a voluntary American Jewish community with its
networks of social welfore agencies and its synagogues. It is most of all the fabric of my family:
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life, the songs we sing - badly - ; the foods we eat and don't eat, the holidays we observe and
the concerns we share, And when the house is quiet it Is my library, my father's and mine, the
ideas which reach back in time and speak still to my times, It is my religious life and my sense
of the presence of God. It's the blessed sense that becoming Jewish has been a redemptive
journey which has graced my life, a feeling of appropriateness,

The loudspeaker crackled, The buses were ready, There was a rush of goodbyes. They
were kind enough to say they'd enjoyed our talk; | know | had,






