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Chapter 7 

JUDAISM IS 

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

began with a bit of personal history. Twenty-five years ago my father 

wrote a book distinguishing the Jewish world outlook from that of 

other philosophies and religions and titled his manuscript Where 

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

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

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

spirit that the historic theological differences between the maior re

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

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

religions counted and that these were fundamentally similar; moreover, 

since doctrinal distinctions bred distance and misunderstanding, it 

was a progressive act to deny their continued importance. 

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

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

women in Iran have thanked the Ayotollah Khomeini for ordering them 

back into purda'!_. Across the Near East immams preach iihad, holy 

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

because of doctrinal differences. Nor have rellglous passions been 

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

crusade is fueled by church doctrine and led by many who ar well-

ducated. Nor has the house of lsrae I been exempt. Some of the 

ttlements on th West Bank serve security purpo1e1. 0th r1 are th re 
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because groups like the Gush Emunim, the self-styled 'faithful', 

insist that a Biblical description of the boundaries of the Promised 

Land must determine the foreign policy obiectives of the government. 

The editor ref I e ct e d a pa rt i cu I a r time and situation • The Allies 

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

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

ten dency to see religion as a set of medieval doctrines floating some

whe re out there, interesting but archaic. People reminded each other 

tha t Confucius, Jesus, and Hillel each had taught the Golden Rule 

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

paroc hial formulations. Ministers and rabbis acted more like social 

worker s and counselors than celebrants of a mystery or teachers of 

truth. 

Th e traditional claims of the various i e ligions had been discredited. 

Cultur a l anthropologists had located religion in every known culture, 

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

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

testable. The promise of Heaven had been Identified by socialist 

theory w ith propaganda designed to encourage political passivity. 

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

h day, r e ligion was no longer relevant. 

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

commun i c ant of an American civic rellglon which assumes the unques

tion d va lu e of democracy, soclal reform, and lndlvldual freedom, and 

ba s it vi s ion in th faith - I use the word deltberately - that what 

i contradic tory, rratlc, or mallclous In human action results from 

oc, tally induc d distortions of our Innate d cency rather than any 
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inherent limitation of human nature. He shared with many other fine 

and gentle people the disadvantage of being an educated, mildly 

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

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

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

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

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

of learning and prosperity spread. 

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

I believe that mi I lions have been brutalized by dehumanizing institu

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

w i 11 em e rg e • 

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

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

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

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

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

men, strive to be a man." The Torah makes this point In the famous 

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

d cided to destroy these towns for their evl I ways, but braham 

int rcedes on behalf of any good folk who might live there: "WIii you 

w p away the innocent with the guilty?" When the count was taken, 

not ven twenty right ous citizens were to be found, but the point had 

b n made that ev n In Sodom trong-mlnded and hlghly moral Individu-

al could urvtve. 
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- I read recently that Sodom and Gomorrah had been located by 

archeologists. Why did you call this story a myth? 

Researchers have been excavating sites on the southeast bank of 

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

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

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

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

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

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 iust and not venge

fu I, reasonable, not 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 iust before ethnic 

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

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

th ir native tongue. Christians wanted to be evangelical, not slmply 

thi cal. Disturbed by the blind Impersonality of the mass society -

T. S. Eliot's line caught Its spirit: "here are decent godless people, 

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

ub quently turned away from the cosmopolltan Ideal, 'no artlflclal 
, 

d v, ions', which had characterized earller progressive thought, and 

r cognized th importance of the speclal 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 Je!~~Ch-:,!.!_!_Sup~.!!!.~-• It 

was a time for "Tradition, Tradition". 

Moreover, he proiected his hopes and some rather innocent ideas 

about ecumenicism onto four billion earthlings and as a reasonable man 

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

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

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

turmoil. In times of anxiety, we want our 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 Hassldic story Dad's editor might have 
- ----

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

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

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

and the miracle would be accomplished and the misfortune averted. 

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

ca ion, for the same reason, to intercede with Heaven, he would go 

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

I do not know how to light the fire, but I am stf 11 able to say the 

pray r! 1 And again the miracle would be accomplished. Stlll later, 

Rabbi Mo he Leib of Sasov, In order to save his people once more, 

would go into th for st and say: 'I do not know how to light the fire, 
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I do not know the prayer, but I know the place and this must be suf

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

it fel I to Rabbi Israel of Rizhyn to overcome misfortune. Sitting in 

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

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

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

sufficient.' And it was sufficient." 

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

assurance. 

And the fund amen ta I and e I em en ta I ro I e of re Ii g ion • Wiese I 

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

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

specialness is to create intolerable doubts about its promise. 

- In that sense this return to religion ts a sad thing. Religions 

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

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

to be saved. 

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

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

i m won the day. We resist being boiled down into a bland stew. We 

n d identity and community; and community Implies distances from 

oth r as wel I as closeness to your own. 

George Santayana i credited with the observation that to try to 

b r I I g I o us w i thou t esp o u I n g a s p e c I f I c re 11 g Ion I s 11 k • try I n g to 

ak without control ling a specific language. Rel lg Ions perform com

mon ocial and psychological functions, but Id ntlty of function 11 
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simply that and no more. Catholicism, Shamanism, Shintoism, and the 

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

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

t ion from those of other beliefs. America's civil religion and Soviet 

C ommunism are diametrically opposed in teaching and messianic hope, 

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

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

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

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

Peop le speak of a Judeo-Christian tradition. We share the Bible. 

There are similarities but far more differences. What is Torah 

to Ju daism is Old Testament to Christianity, and what is taught in 

the Ne w Testament determines how the church approaches the old. The 

church believes that the Old Testament contains important, even in

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

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

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

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

• • pr Ing mes sage . 

- We s hare the Ten Commandments. 

The co ncept more than its specifics. Jews read, "you shall not 

murd r." Most Christian translations read, "you shall not kill;" their 

v r ion fit more closely Jesus' 'turn the other cheek' sermon than the 

cl ar inten t of the Torah tradition which speclflcally permits wars of 

I f -d f n s e and st i p u I ates cap It a I pun Is h men t for c e rt a In c r Im• s • Pa u I , 
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and subsequently all of Christianity, denied the authority of Torah law 

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

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

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

us, perspective determines what we see. 

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

lation? 

I think not. You sha 11 not ki 11 suggests both pacifism and 

vegetarianism, interesting special messages, but not themes which 

have been central to the Torah tradition. 

- We share the hope of peace on earth. 

But we express it differently. The Christian vision is of a world 

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

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

tle is said of everyone being ioined 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 a few friends 

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

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

cond thought; and most Jews wi 11 agree, but qulckly add something 

about the importance of community. The rabbis described the Jewish 

p ople as an extended family: "all Israel are related." Jews everywhere 

upport Israel, welcome Soviet emlgres, and worry about co-rellglonlsts 

in South Africa and the Argentine. Jewish communities 
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in every town of s, ze 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 o 

- People of all religions cooperate in civil affairs. 

On some • issues. Elements of the Protestant Church argue that 

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

Jew ish community oppose. The Roman Catholic bishop of Cleveland and 

I worked closely on race-relatf!d matters, particularly desegregation of 

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

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

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

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

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

Th e Jewish tradition emerged in a cultural environment where the 

body an d 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 

matt ran d form, body from soul. Form, the soul, was seen as eternal, 

pure; ma tter, the flesh, as perishable and impure. Formed by men who 

though t naturally in this dualistic way, early Christianity set high 

valu on those religious discipllnes which would free the soul from Its 

pri on wit hin the body. To that end It encouraged ascetic dlsclpllnes 
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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

d ushim, a sanctification, talked of love as a natural and healthy 

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

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

the way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon a rock; the 

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

youn g woman." Rabbis always have married. According to folklore, 

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

A thir teenth-century sage-mystic, Nachmanides, wrote a book which 

praise d the sexual relationships between men and women as fulfilling 

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

because pleasure was given and received. 

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

fasted for e xtended periods of time and practiced various forms of 

denial. 

Jewis h history is a long record, and you can locate in it men who 

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

th ir appe tites . But the Torah's unitary understanding of human per

ona lity o perated as a caution not to divide man Into parts and declare 

om par t s se emly and others unseemly. The community appreciated 

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

uperior to tho who wor hipped God with a whol heart and after a 

ood mea I. 
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- It's all interesting, but wasn't that editor saying: what was, 

was; but little of all this matters any more? 

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

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

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

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

Bertram Russell, makes it clear in his A~tobiography that he has lost 

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

which he describes a visit to Greece: 

I found myself in a little church belonging to the days 
when Greece was part of the Byzantine Empire. To my 
astonishment, I felt more at home in this little church 
than I did in the Parthenon or in any of the other 
Greek buildings of Pagan times. I realized then that 
the Christian outlook had a firmer hold upon me than 
I had imagined. The hold was not upon my beliefs, but 
upon my feelings. It seemed to me that where the 
Greeks differed from the modern world it was chiefly 
through the absence of a sense of sin, and I realized 
with some astonishment that I, myself, am powerfully 
affected by this sense in my feelings though not in 
my beliefs. 

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

essentially a retaining wall built by the tyrant Herod when he decided 

to enlarge The Temple's plaza. I dislike the aspect of a religious 

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

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

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

Mes ,ah, and I am moved by the indomitablllty of the human spirit. 

- I can see the impact of American culture but not that of the 

Torah tradition. 

It' interesting that we work best together on polltlcal l11u•1 and 
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are most apart in the area of personal morality, particularly on family 

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

e tc., where the civil religion has no clear position. 

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

ri ght in believing that the old differences are disappearing? 

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

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

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

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

some t h ing of the Jewish ethos had gotten through. I remember an early 

seven t i es de monstration in front of the Administration Building of the 

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

lecture when I was accosted by a studen t I knew and berated for holding 

my c I ass: 'You sh o u I d be here , th i s is what Jud a ism is a 11 about • 11 

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 sl lent in a siml lar sltua-

t ion. 

- Bu t there's less and less Judaism in the environment in each 

g neration and so less Jewish impact. 

That ' s not necessarily so. In many homes there is mo e observance 

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

The Je_wLsh Catalopue phenomenon. 

- Bu t t h at' a temporary thl rd g neratlon phenomenon. 

No one i sur • For bett r or worse th mor open-minded and 

liberal r ligl ou approach I m to b lo1ln9 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. If 

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

staunching liberal attitudes towards birth control and divorce in his 

church. Fundamentalist churches in America are working hard to re

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

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

rabbis. 

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

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

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

litically and socially these two rabbis seem poles apart. 

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

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

shopping 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 f el part of an historic community. 

- But the differences are maior. I've read that the Reform move

ment has organized everal gay synagogu s. The rabbinic tradition 

define homo xuallty as a sin. Th tradition r quires ground burial, 

but som con re atlonal cemet rl I lnclud mausol ums and niches for 

a she . How can contradictory positions be equally J wish? 
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It's a I most always a question of emphasis. Some groups emphasize 

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

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

demns homosexual acts; the liberal tradition cites Torah texts which 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

represents. 

Rabbinic halacha permits abortion only when there is a direct 

threat to the mother's life. Since I define life qualitatively, I 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 adiust Jewish norms to the 

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

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

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

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

d1sagre m nt • Debate harpens awareness and the existence of various 

communitl er at options. The mor fl xlble among us force the 

formali t to con Id r wheth r clrcum1tanc I have changed so much that 

peopl ar b In hurt rath r than help d by ancl nt r strlctlons, and the 

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

carefully to make sure that they are arguing genuine Torah concerns 

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

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

cisms of abortion as a birth control technique and formalists have 

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

new diagnostic capacities of modern medicine. 

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

tions so sharply? 

The relevant halachic rules were first formulated in Greco-Roman 

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

delivery, and only when the dangers to the mother's life were apparent 

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

different set of circumstances sociologically as well as medically. 

Their world was underpopulated and fertility was a constant problem. 

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

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

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

not have to be encouraged "to be fruitful and multlply." Our Issue Is 

whether to deliver a malformed or unwanted baby. 

We all know that antt-semitlsm doesn't ask a Jew's denomination. 

Arguments are in the faml ly. Secularist Jews eat kosher food at com• 

mun1ty meetings. Non-orthodox In Israel certainly resent having to 

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

the ame language, tudy the same history and follow the same calendar. 

- I und rstand famt ly argum nts (laughter). 
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- When I • was In Israel there were pickets in front of a Jerusalem 

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

perm it Reform and Conservative rabbis to officiate at weddings or 

rec ognize the authenticity of their conversions. What sense does it make 

to s p e ak of a Torah tradition? 

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

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

a defe nsive she 11 constructed of the forms of the past. Other Jews 

have l e ft 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 

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

ligion, t here are periods of calm and periods of transformations. 

We're o b viously going through some rough water. 

- How much weight do you give to t he ol d ways? 

A hu ndred generations of sensitive prescriptions should not be 

cavalierly dismissed but neither should its forms be slavishly followed. 

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

palpable har m or restrict human development by failing to take into 

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

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

do not cons id e r the fact that the pronouns in the Torah text are of 

ma culine gen der sufficient reason to deny to a woman the right to 

initiate di vorce proceedings or to offer testimony In court or to be a 

rabbi • 

- A y oung woman who to this point had sat qui tly spoke up with 

ome heat. Sh al low d that h found my discussion Interesting but 

what had th i to do with h r and h r frl nds? History 11 ov r. Paul, 
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Augustine, and Nachman ides are long dead. My friends, Christian and 

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

marriage from professional counselors, and neither know nor care what 

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

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

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

any Torah texts. 

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

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

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

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

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

Probably the only Torah commandment dealing with sex and marriage 

which is fully observed is the one which prohibits incest. 

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

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

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

chance Christopher doesn't know the 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 ritual dif

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

J ws and Christians cut of the same cloth? 

I can't be truly human if I lack a compelling vision of life's c:o

h r nee, a religion, and the Torah tradition is such a vision and one 

ith a remarkably good track record. Where It had once been chic to 
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disparage the dietary laws as outdated public health measures and mock 

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

social scientists have studied the psychological and societal function of 

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

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

appeared in congregations where once decorum and a sermon comprised 

almost the whole liturgy. Guitar evangelism is not unknown intra

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

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

some who will neglect the parallel emphasis on learning and social 

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

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

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

Ultimately, the forgotten themes are picked up. 

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

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

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

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

h is s e cur it y b I an k et when eve r he I eaves 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-

m1 ti cal ly cal led an open marriage anything but a stable relationship. 

The older forms are not the only ways to be •holy". Klddushlm _implies 

an unshakable concern for the sanctity of human relatlonshlps, not a 

r quirement that our homes and marrlag I duplicate those of our parents. 

The new morality I not th 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 iudge? 

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

loyalty, responsibility, and honest feeling to a new situation or an 

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

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

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

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

persons, partnership in marriage and concepts ol shared parenting are 

appropriate. With the disappearance of the extended family and the 

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

possible to care for aged parents in the home. 

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

defined. 

Really not. There is a broad consensus in such areas as the sanc

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

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

tewardship of God's gift of llfe and the good earth. The problem Is 

in 
th at we no Io ng r see/our homes on a dally bails how these va I ues a re 

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

Th Torah contain th fix d and th dynamic, both 1p clflc 

commandm nt and n ral prlnclpl , and a surprising amount of dlff r t 
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opinions. The book of Leviticus mandates a rich and complex sacri

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

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

fitness, of intermarriage; Ezra ordered Jerusalemites who had taken 

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

of Hil lei and Shammai debated several dozen issues over several decades 

and that there are many differing opinions among traditional scholars 

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

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

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

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

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

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

opinion are the words of the living God." 

- I'm sti 11 puzzled. You're describing a religious tradition 

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

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

So it w i 11 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 

feud. 

Questions of faith could permanently estrange significant elements 

of the community of fate. Family llf• requires compromise and patience, 

and th r ar tho of 'th r l1 no other way but min•' persuasion. But 

in Cl v land all th congr gatlon1 m• t to talk of shared concerns; and 

on th national I v I th r ' a ynagogu• Councll. 
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- What wi 11 hold such a disparate community together? 

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

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

remains compelling. 



Chapter 8 

BUT I DON'T BELIEVE IN GOD 

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

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

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

in a personal God had come up. 

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

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

tradition and the Jewish people. 

- But I feel out of place. 

That feeling is in you, not in the synagogue. 

Before we begin the Kol 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 became 

martyrs. Others chose to dissimi late. As you can imagine, those who 

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

days, many yearned to worship In the faml liar way; so a formula was 

introduced which said simply: permission exists even for apostates to 

ioin in this service. 

The synagogue began as a belt am, a local center where meeting, 

tudy 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-

ligiou c nt r and rlt 

ing of th lulav and 

Ilk th• blowlng of the 1hofar and the bless

__ __. .. once llmlted 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 

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

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

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

- 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 access i bi Ii t y; and petition a I prayers 

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

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

if they cannot affirm. 

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

for him. 

Many who are agnostic are nevertheless deeply involved with 

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

the Jewish people, and the synagogue 11 a place where they can touch 

ba ,se . 

- But I fee I a hypocrite at I rvl ces. 

A hypocrite puts on a fal1 

delude. Wh nyou nt rnoon 

face and plays a role designed to 

stands to gain exc pt yourself. Th re 

com In I arch, If w do not come In are no point to b ad . W 

faith; and th r y critic I n d111 ttlng that slmpl fact. 
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- How can any modern believe in God? 

I doo Life is not a chance chemical explosion or a hapless, 

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

in creationo God is the Guarantor that it all has meaning and the 

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

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

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

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

- You're a rabbi. 

I wasn't always. 

- How did it happen? 

Slowly and quietly. In school everything I studied suggested a 

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

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

capacity of the human soul. 

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

a night wrestling with this question. 

Faith, I've decided, is much like love. Some relationships 

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

night with their doubts, remember the Image of Jaco~ wrest I ing with 

the angel; others slmply, often unconsciously, let God In and that's 

th at. 

- My father oft n said that God discussions are polntless and 

dangerou • The b II ver cannot convince the atheist, and the atheist 

cannot convlnc th b llever. Gen rally, he said, all you had was a 

houtln match. 
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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 I spend a good bit of time discussing the essentials of 

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

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

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

gross sexuality and the morbidity of Canaanite and Egyptian paganism; 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Has not one God created us all?" 

I 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 I describe the various ways in which modern thinkers 

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

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

. 
lig1on, and this is a Confirmation class, not a course in comparative 

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

these students believe; and so we spend much time talking ov r their 

phi lo ophie , not a grand or as ordered perhaps as those of Philo, Mai

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

basketba 11 team. Late one schoo I day, an important game was une x-

pe cted ly rescheduled. The weather was bad and the boy was unable to 

bribe or caio le 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. 0 1 must play this game; let none of my customers complain to 

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

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

wa the Circulation Manager. Customers had complained that they had 

not received their evening paper. 

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

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

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

th group. 



168 

This grim world really scares me.· Every once in a while 

I realize the cruelty and insensibility of it and that's 

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

agree, fight, and eventually blow ourselves to bits. 

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

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

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

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

me' type of feeling though I can't really describe what has 

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

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

probably because the abstract concept is over my head. 

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

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

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

of us which is created in God's image. 

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

there must be something - something larger, better than 

man, that is within each person helping to draw the l.ine 

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

to myself that there is a Supreme Being whom we call 

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

that when I do something wrong it is all predestined and 

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

ever, there must be something bigger than science guiding 

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

cannot simply state, 'there lives a God, 1 because I iust 

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

I have not yet developed any definite ideas about God and 

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

reason and some kind of logic In life and why men live, 

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

which is simply accepted by many - by those who actually 

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

after accepting certain things on faith. I am not ready 

to say that a divine something created the earth and con

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

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

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

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

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

something man doesn't even comprehend. I furthermore think 

that with advancement will come a totally new Idea as to 

what controls us - an Idea which wlll be able to be ex

pressed in mathematical symbols. I also belleve that too 

many people have looked for an easy out to the whole 

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

- Did you confirm these three? 

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

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

For the adolescent doubt precedes faith. 

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

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

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

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

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

the existence of God is not a demonstrable proposition. Religious 

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

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

of our lives. 

- You've had doubts then? 

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

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

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

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

no tic acknowledges moments when he has been awed by nature and 

n ed a creative purpose. 

I told them about a col leglan who had had a splrltual awakening; 

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

th rabbinate as a profe Ion. I happ ned to have th 1e papers on my 

desk and I a k d him to r ad I v ral. He r ad with attention and with 



170 

increasing puzzlement: "How can you confinn them? Read this. 11 

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

What's the problem? 

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

Have you never had doubts? 

- Certainly, but I now have faith. 

Were you certain as an acblescent, always certain? 

- No. 

Were you confirmed? 

-Yes. 

I used an old rabbinic phrase, '·Let your ears hear what your mouth has said.' Con

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

faith. On Confirmation Day the pledge speaks of belonging and becoming rather than specifi

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

poses of Judaism • " 

- Some years ago I went to a friend's Confirmation in her church. It seems to me she 

recited what the program called a Confession. All I remember is that it began, 'I believe.• 

At various times groups and Individuals haw drawn up what they considered to be the 

principle of the J wish faith. Moses Maimonides' Thirteen Articles represent the best known of 

the efforts. A century later a poet abbreviated Malrnonlda1' extended discussion Into thir

teen brief statements, each of which begins, 'Anl Ma'amlm , ' I belleve, and In m~ syna-

gogu s th w re reclt d during rvl • Othe gn,upa and lnclvlduals have denied that 

Judaism deman cbctrlnal afflnnatlon. ~'.o111 Mendal1Dhn'1 stal9ment that Judaism has no 
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dogmas is the best known of these arguments which rest on the assertion that Judaism is a tra

dition based on deed rather than creed. 

- Who was right? 

Both and neither. Maimonides was right that Judaism embraces a s~cial 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 oath of allegiance to a set of 

doctrines. 

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

values rather than on agreement to another's formulation. When I first learned the Ani -
Ma'amim, I found myself saying: I disagree in whole or part with five of the thirteen: that 

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

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

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

sensitively and subtly and that each raised a theme which I 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 I use this analogy, 

I recognize why Maimonides was interested in dogmatics. A biopsy is an important diagnostic 

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

The labe I, Goel, can be used for all kinds of deities. Some precision Is important. 

Maimonides was concerned that Jews acknowledge the Jewish God. 

- We haven't got our own God. 

i , and God I O • 
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and concluding affirmation of Yom Kippur and the final affirmation spoken by the Jew before 

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

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

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

laws which bind all that is together. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

reflection." 

N\onotheism 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 

hould choose •11 From time to time I have twisted the old doggerel into a different theme: 

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

p of di ti net and separate parts. The moon moved across the night sky and was replaced in 

moming by the un which moved in a different orbit. The wind rose and blew and no man 

kn w rom where it came. Streams bubbled up from seemingly bottomle sources. Each element 

,n uri w dist inctive and appeared If-actuating. In pre-scientific societies polythelsm 

m d If-evident ince the activity of nature could be explained only 17, C111umlng an ln-

11,ng p1rit or god ,n each element. 

- Ar you really saying that worshipping Idol was more remonabl than monotheism? 

Th ancients did not actually worship sticks or statues. They IOW their Idols as 
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representations of the complex and not totally coherent world of powers which presumedly 

resided in nature. Open an acorn and you wi II not find a diminutive oak tree. How else then 

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

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

in the east each dawn. Experience showed that physical obiects do not move themse Ives. 

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

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

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

assume that the gods were not only numerous and powerful but 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 obiects, it was only natural to believe that the 

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

perfonned by appointed priests for the purf)OS8 of placating the god's anger or gaining favor. 

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

edifice complex, if they ever really did; but beginning in the eighth century B.C.E. prophets 

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

activity should not be the maior 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. I spent a summer wandering 

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

ones I found were modest in the extreme and intimate. Obviously people counted and felt 

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

There have been cath dral-type synagogues, but you 're rig"- for the most part the syna

gogu was unpretentious. It was not God's house or the place where a royal audl nee was 

h Id, but the home of a Jewish community where Torah was read, worship eel brated, God 

do d, and where the Jew was reminded that he was never apart from God. 
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- I always thought the polytheism-monotheism switch was a relatively harmless numbers 

gameo 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

are patterns which the minds can investigate. 

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

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

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

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

God was more that of courtier to tyrant than son to loving father. 11 And you shal I 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 tNly desires is •a humble and contrite heart." 

Idolatry encourages the snobbery which characterized certain talks as noble and othen 

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 

r, ne by one door, commonen by another. Monotheism led lnevltably to democracy. If 

all have on fath r, God val qually the various labon we each do. The Torah tradition 

came a cholarly tradition, yet no attampt was made to 19ul• the fact that 10me of the 

ag s a d t Ir llvl 
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many versions of the city mouse-country mouse variety. There are no mental 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 soi I of idolatry. 

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

Marduk's law, he proclaimed a rule which protected the penons 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 a 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. lcblatry precludes 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hi creatures and a myth such as that of Adam and Eve Is developed whf ch binds al I humans 

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

The idolator saw himself as a pawn and plaything of the gods, powerless against fate. 

Conceiving God as one pennitted men to consider the poulbillty that Justice could be expected 

in life inc there was only the one God whose nature was both iust and dependable. The pagan 

Fi It that you took what the gods meted out. The Hebrew felt that you get what you deserve, 
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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 incantations. Nonotheism provided worship its .. 

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

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

The myth is refracted throughout these services, never more pointedly or poignantly tha,, in a 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

severe decree." 

Idolatry encouraged excessiveness. God is One introduced a welcome measure of 

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

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

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

communicants to shape their lives around his attribute; but, as Aristotle observed In his Ethi~ 

any virtue taken to excess becomes a vice. The Egyptians so centered their wonhip on death 

and immortality that they literally buried In the uncaring sand wealth that might have lifted 

the burden of abiectne from the maue and guaranteed the nation a pros~rous future • 

If you worshipped the great Fire god, Maloch, your woashlp consisted of having a son 

or daught r walk ac buml coals and throw themNlws on the fires of th• altar. If you 

belong d to on of the rlcultural cults of c ........ ~ wonhlpped at a shrine whe,. the earth's 

timulat d by o C rl at whl 

gnecl to r.rttll th earth. In the Torah tradition 
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children are carefully nurtured, not sacrificed, and the earth's fertility depended on the com

munity's way of life not shrine activity. 11 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 themse Ives. Some worship a guru. The Communists' idol is the ideology they 

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

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

care blindly or excessively. 

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

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

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

- Why is the Shema possessive of God? "The Lord, our God," God isn't ous:s. 

You've elided the text. The Shema reads: Hear, 0 Israel, the Lord is our God, the lord 

i one . 11 God isn't ours, but we have a special perception of God and a special re latfonship to 

God. 

- You're talking about the covenant. 

Yes, and about I rael' peclal perception of God. Ewry theistic rellglon Riis the 

name, God, with i clal . 1•~111 God not only one, •~d ony slngle 

attrabution, but bound to a partfcular co nant, ~ 1 , perceived GI both fust and gracious. 

When th Torah I --n WftRI -- aen ... l~ a ~•9ifl•MIII of a 
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sentence from£ xodus which lists God's attributes: "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 . 11 God can be described simply as overwhelming power. 

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

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

- I thought Judaism taught that God covld not be described. 

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

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

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

shal I you walk." 

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

ceptual leap from idolatry to monotheism? 

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

of empty wi lderness. The Hebrews were sheep-herding tri bes 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 ma~ bedouin tribes. Why 

wer the Hebrews the only group to outgrow paganism? 

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

dg of civilization. As desert folk the Israelites watched with detached amusement as one 

city-state conquered another to be in tum concp.,ered by a third and how, a~er each overthrow, 

h v, cti ms demoted the gods of the defeated city to a subordinate place In thel r pantheon. Ac

cording to this theory, the haple ne of the gods to arrast this endless cycle of victory and 

defeat led our fathen to ek the unity behind th parade. 

- An qua I ly unsatl factory e,cplanatlon. It has the same flaw. Apparently only the 



179 

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, a One. 1'11 make the 

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

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

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

tentative. 

- What's your theory? 

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

was sti 11 young, a man, it may have been Moses the prophet, we know not exactly who, found 

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

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

reasonable men, including the best minds of the next thousand years, argued against it; but, 

omehow, a few ,nen reached out and understood. 

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

The
1 

bush is an element in a dramatic myth which like many myths is truer than if it 

w r laterally true. Sometimes when you puzzle over a problem a totally unexpected answer 

fla h s into your mind. I believe that Moses, or another, puzzled over the incongruitJes of 

dolatry and that in his mind a new undentanding of the creative and mysterious reality behind 

h orld of things and appearances began to take shape. I believe in radical surprise which is 

hat I bel,ev is meant by revelation. 
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- Do you mean that God actually described Himself to ~ses? 

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

"and God came down and God spoke, 11 should be carefully considered. t•God came down, 11 he 
' 

said, concludes the revelation; 11God spoke" begins Moses' interpretation. The miracle is that 

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

expresses it as best it can. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ology was often compromised by popular faith. 

- Popular faith is iust a euphemism for superstition. 

Jews were often supentitious. Were, Are. 

Life is full of premonitions which are not ful,ly 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 a 

concept wh, ch is hard for the mind to grasp. How do you envision what cannot be seen, touched, 

or cribed? 

But I'm not superstitious. 

Th n why are you w aring a Hai emblem around your neck? -
- It' my identification as a J w. 

on't you feel iust a bit unprotect d when you forget to put It on? 
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- Enough. I've got another question . . Why did our ance
1
stors take axes to Canaan's 

idols? I know a collector who wi 11 pay thousand~ 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. 11 Pagan high places must be tom down and ploughed under. 

The sacred groves must be cut down and the wood used for fuel. Foreign gods were r,,ocked. 

They were vanity, nothingness, shameful and worse. Idolatry equated ~e gods and power. An

cient Israel had no National Conference of ldolators and Jews. 

- That's my point. 

You're sti 11 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, iniustice, 

the separation of races and, worst of al I, 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. Idolatry died with the pagan world. No one makes idols. 

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

you say? Perhaps, unless the driver is convinced that because they are there he can floor the 

accelerator pedal without dal'l9er. 

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

I'll agree that idol making i not a growth Industry, but Idolatry stlll thrives. 

The Torah defin Idolatry the worship of anything real or Imaginary other tMfl God 

Himself. O uch idol I name~ pride of birth and llllif!Mlaf pride of place. Th nt 11 the deity 

lty of color. Wh of .va111111111 god of the •If-righteous nation? 
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or so we offer a holocaust of our best and brightest to the god of national ambition, or is it the 

god of national greed? 

Idolatry comes easily. We tend to proiect into 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 enioying leisure and security 

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

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

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

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

God or some other god. 

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

never rises above the God whom he worships. 



Chapt~r 9 

THE GOD WHO LETS US CRY 

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

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

a bit about a recent trip to China. 

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

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

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

wi II outlive me. 

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

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

Despite Grandma ,'loses types, the last yea~ usually are uncreative, a time for sitting around 

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

folks around: Egyptians, Greeks, the Chinese. 

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

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

notable. 

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

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

Hebrew Bible. The prof talked about its original ideas but made it clear that the Bible's Im

portance to Western civilization was due largely to Christianity's later Interest In It. After that 

lecture neither the Jewish people nor any Jewish contributions to clvi llzatlon were mentioned 

until the last w k when w talk d about the polltlcal lmpllcatlons of modem anti- mltfsm. He 

talked for som time about ti mltlsm11 long hllhMy: exl I•, forced conwnlons, the ghetto, 
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and the gas chamber. I draw no encouragement from our lengthy record as history's most avail

able victim. 

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

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

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

the Jew was such a frequent victim? 

- We were there and a minority. 

- The Christ-ki lier myth. 

- We wouldn't be baptized. 

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

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

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

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

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

rights to the collective. 

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

not Jewish ideas. 

The Jew, the black, any distinctive outsider is what he is and what the maiority think 

him to be. The Jew internalized many Torah values and the non-Jew proiected on to the Jew 

what he assumed Judaism stood for. We denied his religion, IO it was almost Inevitable that he 

hould see us as subversive. 

Kings claimed the right to Nie as they saw flt, th Hebrew tradition ref cted all claims 

to absolute authority. Pri and pope bell d they controlled the kexs to the kingdom, but 

Jews acted as if they knew that 

physical needs beli vi God val d a I of 
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read the original text, insisted otherwise. Simply qy being, t~e Torah challenged all claims 

to arbitrary authority and privilege. 

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

their games, or eat in their restaurants. 

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

- There are preiudices and preiudices. I've always wondered why anti-semitism has 

appealed to so many so powerfully. 

It's one of the few preiudi ces which has religious sanction. Its roots are in the New 
\ 

Testament text and it retains vitality because of the authority which millions still ascribe to 

those documents. 

- Are you saying the New Testament aids and abets preiudice? 

The gos~I writers, aided and abetted by Paul, set up the Torah tradition as the straw 

man against which they could score polemical points. They stereotyped Judaism as a dry and 

lifeless legalism and Jewish leaders as lying hypocrites and narrow-minded priests. They mocked 

the Jewish way as deadly to the spirit and twisted historic fact to make the Jew rather than 

Pontius Pilate responsible for the Crucifixion. In the Gospels, as you know, Jews cry out for 

Jesus' death. It didn't hurt their argument that many in their Roman audiences were 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 the is was that God had ordered that the Temple be destroyed as punish

m nt for their crimes and ntenced the Jews to eternal wandering. God meant for the Jew to 

punished, and obvio ly no God- arlng f)tlllOn would go against God11 wlll. Christians were 

made to fe I that y obey God when they forced the Jew to we 

n law, and t up rules of aarmeld whl 

lotions for fl lchol rclyaev, 1ald It 
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well: "Perhaps the saddest thing to admit is that those who reiected the Cross have to cany 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. Because the Gospel story could not be revised. Because our 

presence kept alive ideas and vallleS which challenged the self-confident assumptions of the 

maiority o 

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 

oould only be explained as due to a spiritual blindness, a deformity God had placed on all Jews 

until the Second Coming. Otherwise, they would have had to admit the inadmlslble that there 

were valid reasons to doubt the Church's confidence In lh teachings. We have seen rellglon's 

certifying function. The Jews' simple presence was a challenge to Christian conRdence. 

To probe into the causes of antl-semltlsm Is to undentand IOfflethlng of what the Jew has 

meant to civilization. 

- I'm not sure I Ilk the Idea of bel111 a whipping boy beCCMe the world 11 ptOtectlve of 

familiar ideas and unwarranged pnvlleg • 

It's not be n ll•~an hoi1or story. During the ■bllcal period the Jewish ,cperlence 

as not particul ly bl r, 

quiet ttlement. 

- Butt fact 

nee, theN haw b■■n eJhfid1d periods of 

1ve had IRON than .... 
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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 tel Is us that there has been a great deal of suffering and that the world is not a fair 

place. Why are some born to luxury and some into the poverty of Bangladesh. The question to 

which faith suggests an answer is, shall we bless God or blame God for making the world as 

it is. 

- Bless God? 

Would our Jewish community be as sensitive to social welfare issues and civil rights if 

our history had been a happier one. The Torah's teachings are sensitive and noble, but in 
J 

the end only words. I am convinced that Jews owe their instinct for iustice equally to Amos 

and apartheid and that many of the tine 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. 1../ry father, an old socialist, keep$ reminding me that it was a Jew who 

owned the sweat shop where he first worked. 

Not al I Jews are sensitive or charitable or committed to social iustice; 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 constNcted a remarkably compassionate community. 

A medieval Jewish community was a miniature welfare state, replete with groups which 

provided cbwries for poor girls, travel money for the stranded, medicine for the sick, tuition for 

those qui ring scholarship aid, as well as direct financial assistance for the poor. 

- Aren't you rationalizing? 

- Th al laaua I God. Why did Jews have to face such a cruel existence? Where was 

God? Why did God I t J -----r they MIV9? Your ca,alysl1 of ant1 ....... 1t1sm 1U99edl 

that God h 

II 
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Recently a man wrote me an angry letter about God. His brother had died during open 

heart surgery. Apparently the surgery had been botched. His brother had been an active Jew 

all his life. How could God have allowed this to happen? 

I wrote back that God had not 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 freecbm, 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-consciousness, the quality 

which distinguishes the human being from the animal, requires that history depend in part on 

our activity and iudgment. Growth requires the possibility that our actions may be terribly 

wrong. 

- But why doesn't God stop war? 

Because we're adulh not angry children who need to be pulled apart by a gym lnstrvctor. 

How will we learn if we cbn't have to suffer the consequences of our actions? We're bade to 

he paradox that if God w re to restrict man's freedom and power He would be narrowing our 

sponsibilities and diminishing our conttol over our llvea. If our capacity for mischief were 

diminished, so would our capacity for slgnlRcant achievement. The point Is God cld not make 

us inadequat to moral chall•..,,.·- we fac • 

- But w don' 

I that Go 

but no r·easc,n or w II 

m to I am. 

or ou ? It would be G I pn,blan If He had glwn U1 freedom 

..... "-H!l'llftll• T I 1maw 1111 ......... MIII nllr mllllona. W 
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have sufficient will power to discipline our actions. The simple truth is that God has not failed 

USo We fail God. 

War and apartheid are human activities which God could override only by stripping us 

of the privilege of freedom o At creation God gave us all we needed. Before peoples cut down 

the iungle and overcropped the land, Bang lades~ supported a thriving civilization. Most human 

suffering is the fault of other humans. 

- We were talking about yellow badges, pogroms, Stalin, Hitler, and Arab wars against 

Israe l . 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 
I 

question of significance faced those who thought about the Jewish religion. What 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 proclalm 

God's will by example and by word to nations comfortable with Idolatry and the llmlted values 

of the pagan world. The sleeper wants only to squash the noisy mosquito which buzzes around 

his head so that he can go back to his slumber, "10 Israel was despised, fonaken of man, a 

people of pain from whom othen hid their fac • • Israel Is the nagging conscience of the world. 

As long as Israe l remains, the world' I p wlll be Rtful. 

- But why lay all th on the J ? 

I don't know • r: •--• not to ,cpl n G 1 .,.,. to ma, becau• tho• 

yond your uncle anding. 

That' a copout. 

Only if you 

- Butt 
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I'm not sure of that o It seems to me that much of the world has awakened to life's 

possibilities . I o~en think of Dickens' famous sentence: "·It was the best of times. It was the 

worst of times. 11 Bi I lions are spent on weapons, and mil lions seek to throw off the 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 Israel? Think again about 

the mysterious significance of Jewish history. 

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

history. 

I know, and I cry and remind myself of what I do not understand and of the psalmist's 

faith: "though He slay me, yet wi II I believe in Him. 11 I cbn't have answers, but I am a Jew 

and my myths describe the hardships of the wilderness trek and arrival in the Promised Land and 

the fact that, if the tribes had not repeatedly reiected the wtll of God, clear duty, they would 

have reached Canaan much sooner. 

-Your approach is a bracing one; but many Nazis survived the war and became pn,s

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 shatterh~ part, Is 

the suffering of the innocents. 

You're right, of course. I have no answer. At this point reason must give way to faith. 

I know only this, that I owe It to my past not to abandon our witness to truths mankind cannot 

afford to deny for the price of ref ctlon I the end of clvlllzatlon. 

After a moment, I tumed back to pn,blem of God and suffering • 

Some of our con from a contn,111111 lfflCllle of God whlcb 11, to put It klndly, 

childish. Ov rt 

imag of God a • 

But 
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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 110t 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 to man to meet 

the challenge. 

- In effect, you're saying that prayer has many psychological advantages: it releases 

pent-up fee lings, focuses our thoughts and opens up emotional reserves; but is not efficacious 

in the sense of making God respond to our needs. 

I guess we al I pray at times for a miracle. Abe Lincoln said it: I tind myself down on 

my knees when I have no place else to go. That kind ofi p~er Is elemental and explosive 

rather than a product of sober reflection. The Torah tradition reflects both need and reason. 

God responds to prayer and man should not pray, sit back and depend on God to do His thing. 

- I can't get beyond the horror that six million were kllled. 

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 to be 

paralyzed by our inability to explain. If ltfe were reasonable, people would never have 

er ated religions. There would have been no need. Remember reltglon's function Is to conflnn 

and affirm an ultimate purpose - to prove that chC1>1 does not rvle the world. Faith allows us 

to cony on despite the cruelties we experience. The watchwords of the Bratzlaver Hassldlm says 

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

word only repeat the Psalmist's pledge: "though He (God) slay me, yet wlll I believe In Him." 

Faith de cribe convictions held despite contradlctoty experiences. The Hebrew word for faith 
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is emunah which comes from a root which means holding finn. 

- 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 concern can make a difference. 

- I wonder some ti mes. 

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? 

I think not. Recent history cannot be read as unrelieved tragedy. Sweeping political 

and social changes are taking place. The masses are comlr~ alive and their Individuality and 

potential is being revealed. An unsettled society is full of fnJstratlon and potential violence; 

but our conwlsions also suggest our potential for effective change. You can't have the one 

without the other. The ancients knew this. Almost every scenario about the Messianic Age 

assumes that it wi 11 be preceded by a time of unprecedented houble. The most fanaous of these 

im~es is a homely one. Just as a child's dellvery Is preceded by birth pangs, the Messianic 

Age, according to tradition, will be preceded by the birth pangs of the Messiah. 

- How does one acquire such a faith? 

It's a matter of opening up the Inner eye, of seeing what Is always there but which we 

rarely notice, being preoccupied as we are with the IOUl'lne demands of llfe. 

- Isn't faith simply lf-hypnosl ? 

11 lusion has no basis in reality. I quoted a few llw fn,m Abraham J. tt.chel. 

Faith doe not spring out of nothing. It com with the holy cllmellllona 
of our exl nee. • • • faith does not datac:h man from thlnlcl,v. It 
doe not SUKJena ntc1mn. It I ODD.a, not to knowleclae, but lo In• 
different aloofn to the -nee of IIYI • • • • Faith 11 the 
insight th II I -.nc11nt■nlng prl'Ullaa r, not a chw of 
whims and I NW!lftlll, a Wf//1, a ,-luge. 

Cl Why flaw the 
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Jews suffered more than any other group? 

They haven't o Some day read a history of the Anneneans or the Druzes. Jews have had 
I 

our share and more, but I 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. I'm talking about 

covenant theology, the old idea that God rewards loyalty and 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 I ive up to the tenns of the covenant. This view provided, unti I our day, one of the 
J 

myths through which the Jew has explained to himself his fate. It runs this way. At Sinai we 

signed on to the covenant and agreed to its conditions, including a 11st of rewards for obeclence 

and punishments for default. The prophets of Israel "heard" God "render iudgment". When 

defeat came it was seen as a deserved punishment, 11 Because they sell the righteous for silver 

and the needy for a pair of shoes c:11d trample the head of the poor In the dust of the earth ••• 

Therefore • • 11 

- I 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 cb I. So did the wrlten of apocalypse who followed the prophets who 1,:-lsted In 

their writings that God detennlnes the course of history for His own purpow. There's 1C>me hvth 

to both contentions. A nation that plays the power game wl 11 at IOffle point find that It's no 

game, but I don't belleve that llfe operates llb a clCIIIR)Offl, thcl hard and conscientious work 

guarantees good gRD11. At best, to quote our na• .. the raward of the good dnd Is the deed 

1t If. Job's chall~-- to hi comforters who •feral•d the operation of God's grading system 

w based solidly on eXDIN'I-·- I ...,. IDII• healthy and pn,ap1nu baatardl; y.t, I must 

....... aa• • ..,.. to be ICNIIMIIIIII of a balatcl• out. larael 11, and many a add that ov r ti 

lftual •MNI which • not depend 
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on wealth or security: 11 Better a smal I morsel and quiet therewith than a house ful I of feasting and 

strife." 

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

Their observations of human nature were o~en accurate. They argued that suffering is 

good for the soul, that through stonns we grow. Prosperity, they said, tends to make us ob

livious to human need. Grief and pain can expose our latent capacity for empathy. I knew a 

young couple, born to wealth, who were devoted to nothing beyond themselves until a child 

developed a rare and dangerous blood disease. Forced out of themselves they grew into caring 

peop I e and have devoted much ti me to the support of pediatric medl cl ne. 

- Where did they go wrong? 

Though keen observers of the human condition, the reltglous undentandlng was con

ventional and uninspired. They told Job that suffering re~nts a trfal which allows God to 

measure human character. They tried to iustify God's w~s to men m,d, as we've seen, this 

can't be done. 

- This trial idea suggests that God may be a bit of a sadist. 

Job in his pain says as much: "God crush• me for a trifle and Increases my wounds 

without cause. 11 

The comforters simply closed their eyes to the fact that there are times when the suf

fering is so intense that It coanens the soul and deadens the spirit. I wlll never fo1get the 

concentration camp survivor who explalned patiently why she had decided not to have children: 

'I imply can't let myself fi I that deeply any more.• 

Much suffering I awldable, certainly rnora than we generally admit. God did not 
to ltve 11 to be btulNCI, 

bu.Id Auschwitz and Maldenek, but' fferl 11 alto pat of the given Ille; and we CD not fully 

and not be feated by It. 

- I nd It rrlbly 
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would claim that the well-off and well-placed are simply enfoying their fust desserts. 

It has another pernicious effect. It suggests to some that an accident or illness is some

how deserved. When I visit someone recently bereaved, I often hear: 'what did I do to deserve 

this?' as if the widow is somehow 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 i usti ce, but 

God makes no attempt to explain himself to Job. God slmply reveals His maiesty to him. 

"Where were you when I rolled out the Heavens?" In a long poem God parades the mysterious 

and vast operation of creation, His creation, and Job submits: 11 I know that You can do anything 

••• I had heard of You, the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore, I abhor 

my words and repent • • • 11 

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, slmply 

accept Ii fe on its terms." I think Kaufman Is mistaken In his analysis. 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-de lgned universe. There Is a mysterious and wonderful 

ord r. You cannot fathom the totality of that purpose, but you can •nse It. Rudolf Otto put 

1t thi way: "When we envisage certain thl'1if• In our world, such as the stcny sky, the thlc:kly-

ople ocean, th orderlln d the pn,g---vana- of llr., and give them the keenest and 

cl arest cientlftc de crlptlon In our pow r, th,are 11 let In our mind a fHllng of the Holy or the 

Sa d. 11 

fn>m th 
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denies that there is a creative purpose. Faith begins with a recognition of benign purpose •. 

After each stage of creation, Genesis one uses the refrain, 11 And God saw that It was good. 11 

- I keep measuring your comments against the Holocaust. How can you have faith in a 

benign order having lived through such evll? 

I have no answer. The Holocaust is overwhelming. How does one think about the 

malignancy called Naziism or the adamant enforcement of restrictive immigration quotas into 

Palestine, England and the United States by the Allies? On one level this sad record must 

restrain our enthusiasm for notions about man's basic and innate goodness. But it also must be 

said that there were non-Jews of compassion and bravery who put their ltves at stake to hide 

Jews and help them escape. We're back to the famlllar question: was the Holocaust God's 

fault or man's? If life is to include possibility, the possibility must include evll as well as 

heroism. 

- Isn't the point that God did not Interfere. Millions p~ed for reltef and none was 

sent. 

Do you remember the story I told several days ago about Moses visiting the Academy of 

Akiba and being astonished at the rules Aklba was quoting as the law of Moses? I cldn't com

plete the story as the Talmud repolts It. Aftoer God had reassured Moses that what Alclba 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 sllent, such Is My decree.' God 

then al lowed Moses to see the rest of Aklba11 llfe and his death. He was bumed allve by the 

Romans during the Bar Kochba Rebellion and his skin sold In the rncr'etplace. M,ses was ap

palled: 'Is this the reward for such learning and devotion?' 'Be sllent, for such 11 Mt decree.• 

- I'm appall d. 

Some thing must be accepted. Our saa• •t1nec1 C,lwlsm not C11 the denial of th• 

xistence of God, th Walt Goff, name • a label 

for mindle power, but 
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iustice and there is no iudge. No one ever suggested that faith comes easily. We've got to 
f 

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 o 

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. 

I know. No argument eases suffering. When my heart aches, sweet reason is not the 

medicine I need. At such times I want to be listened to and not to be talked at. I need love 

not logic. Any explanation offered me seems irrelevant. 

I have been a rabbi for nearly thirty years and have spent a fair amount of time close to 

ii lness and grief. As a young rabbi I expected to hear those beaten to their knees ciy out in 

anger and deny. I have heard comphJints, certainly, and self-pity, 'why me'; but I have rarely 

known anyone whose faith was completely shattered by illness, ill luck or pain. Somehow, when 

we are on our knees we look up and sense a transcendl ng wisdom. The II fe force takes over 

and more often than not what I hear Is a half-whispered, half-believing, 'maybe It's for the 

best.' 

- I can't get the Aklba stoiy out of my mind. It suggests that God has an arbitrary 

streak and is really a cruel God. 

What it really sugg Is that there are facets to II fe we. cannot explaln and must learn 

to accept. Conscl 11.ar•• I given. Our endowments en given. Death 11 a given and IO are 

illness and pain. 

I often th of wh peychlatrl , Vlktor frankl, wrote out of his penonal experience 

as a death ,caall) 

---------
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suffering • For what matters above al I is the attitude we take towards 
suffering, the attitude in which we take our suffering upon ourselves. 

- Are you saying: Make the best of a hapless bargain? 

The rabbis weren't stoics. They were not resigned to a hapless world. There were ioys 

and happy days o They trusted that God would accept repentance and end the Exile. Our worship 

always includes prayer: 11 Hear us, 0 Lord, and we shall be healed. Save us and we shall be 

saved. 11 

There is a pragmatic side to the Torah tradition which says, 'live, do the right, don't 

ask too many questions, keep the faith.• The Hebrew letter Bet is the fint 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, n 11 
• Since Hebrew is written from right 

to left, the missing side opens towards the flow of the text. Bet, they said, was chosen as a -
sign that the Jew should read what fol lows, the Torah, carefully and not worry too much about 

what cannot be known: what is above, what below and what preceded creation. 

- I've heard all you've said, but you've really not resolved the problem of sufferl~. 

I know. The Mishnah quotes R. Yannai as sayi~ that we cannot explain the prosperity 

of the wicked or the impoverishment of the good. I would add that Torah seeks to ann us with 

rituals which wil I help us hold on to sanity when the pressures mount. Before death, the dying 

spoke the Shema • Aft-er death the moumen speak the Kaddish. In stre11 we are advised to 

affirm life and God. The Kaddish al10 speaks of the Inevitable comlng·of Kl111cbn. 

Ev ry Jewish act has a Messianic lement to It. We are concltloned to hope. Weeping may 

tany for the nlg'1f, but with the moml 

u , but at some point th Gat 

hrough our t 

It w lat • 

martyrologl , 

Portugal. 

C 

...... ts loy. The Gates of Ect., may be locked behind 

wlll open. Goel I e,y and He tel 11 UI to look 

• 

• lcl by 
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A ship was stricken with plague and the captain made for the nearest land fall 

where he unceremoniously le~ the passengers on a deserted beach. ltltany 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 canied 

his two sons unti I he fainted from exhaustion. When he revived he found 

the boys dead beside him • In great distress he R>Se to his feet and sat cl: 
Lord of the universe, You are doing a lot to make me aban~n my faith. 

I am a Jew and a Jew I shal I remain and nothing that you have brought upon 

me or wil I bring upon me shall avail. 



Chapter 10 

THE GENERATION GAP, GUILT AND GOD 

Shabbat aRemoon. A morning service, written and organized by Institute members, 

had been read and enioyed. There was a happy feeling of community. 

-
11 I like it here. There's no dressing up. There's song and touching. I don't like 

services at home. The pews are uncomfortable, the service is a set piece, everyone's dressed 

up and uptight." 

How oRen at home do you come to a service a~er five days of Jewing? Rather, you 

walk in cold. You've been thinking of worl< or flnances. You sit younelf down and chal

lenge the service to move you. 

- It's also the guitar, open shirts and singable tunes. 

The forms of Jewish worship have always conformed to personal need and cultural 

style. There always have been a variety of wr,ts to express one's faith. Maimonides worshipped 

at home with a few disciples in quiet dignity next to the bustle of an active synagogue whose 

noise he deplored. The problem Is not guitar 0( 019an, or open shirt or ties, but how to make 

ure the spirit is full and the envhonment tn,ly representative qf the Torah spirit. When there 

ere hrines, sacrifices, and priests, Jews had shrfn•, sacrlRces, and priests. In cultures 

when worshippers and courtlen prostrated th.mselves to expre■ humble submission, Jews, llke 

Mu llms to this day, prostrated themselves. Pews and a gowned clergy are eighteenth century 

fonns. The guitar I lat twentieth century. 

C 

In former ti the differences tended to follow geographic llne,; Yemenite Jews sit 

eaaed on pray r rug Polish J.ws pnay.t stanclng before tall Nacl,V desks_, Today 

~• w,nagog haw an adult service and a youth 

rvi ce on F day n ht. Adolesc.NIII don' want to t In pews, pews en •ralght and con-

fining. They' ly II n to ID■■bocly prNCtr; th-, want clalogue, 
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not a sermon. They want intensity, to cb it themselves, not the calm of an organ playing over 

them nor the artistry of a cantor singing for them. 

The modem synagogue often seems to be a three-ring circus. In one ring is the cantor, the 

prayer book, the reading of the Torah, a thoughtful sermon, and the formal rites of the tradi-

tion; in another there is a guitar, a mimeographed service, wordless dance, and a friendship 

circle; while in the third ring there is a family service full of 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 I know, no. Adolescence seems to be a modem phenomenon. In medieval 

times boys entered the adult work world quite early. TQday young people live amid their peers, 

in a different atmosphere than their parents; and, consequently, their attitudes, aesthetics, 

and play are distinct. 

-There is a formal order of service. That's what Slddur mee11s. How can you appn,ve 

disorder? 

I was talking of style more than content, but recognize that Jewish worship Is not a set 

piece. The Slddur is not a closed book. Its basic stn,cture took shape In Mlshnalc times, but 

much has been added and, from time to time, elements have been dn,pped. In terms of spirit 

and tyle hitlahavot, genulnen , takes precedence over form. The medleval synagogue was a 

tumultuous and noisy place. Jews stayed for houn and go11lped even as they wonhlpped. 

They were famlllar with each other and with their God. The meclewl Jew had nothh~ else 

to do and no other plac to • There re no movl , no raclo or televlslon, pn»bably no 

oth r public ll>Qca In hi town; lenatllenecl the •rvloe cmcl, not ac:oultomed to privacy, 

nied It a pla • 
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Emancipation changed al I this. The emancipated Jew no longer enioyed enforced 

leisure born of underemployment. These were the yean of the twelve-hour day. The service 

had to be shortened. He was now part of a larger world and aware of its aesthetics. The 

familiar sw.aying came to seem inappropriate, since middle-class burghan sat silently in pews. 

As decorum and discipline took over, some of the old sense of involvement was lost. The 
J 

balance shifted swiftly and the congregation became increasingly an audience, and wonhip 

tended to become what it had never been before and never ought to be - a spectator sport. 

- But I respond to intimacy and participation. 

Needs and attitudes have shifted again. We 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, and congregations experiment with dance, citing the precedent of the Hassidlm. 

Whatever the shortcomings of the new style services, they have, at 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 moumlng for the destroyed Temple. 

During the Renaissance some traditional communities In Italy built cw, organ Into their syna

gogue, which they played on weekdays though not many an orthodox synagogue brl11is In a 

folk singing, guitar playing rebbe In a slmtlar wa,. 

- What's your feeling about all this? 

I look on the I ue pragmatlcally. God, we are told, should be worshipped In the 

beauty of holl , and beauty I In the f1f of the beholder. Each congregation must decide 

what setting Inspires th m. There Is no right or wsong. Why Is a cantor more appropriate thca, 

a choir? Why I 

danced In the J rusal m T mpl • T 1......,. had no pews. Kabballsts held all-

night vlgl I • T told of 



203 

the synagogue on Rosh Hashanah because he didn't know the Hebrew words, and that his was 

the voice welcomed into Heaven o It's not the medium but the message. 

- But isn't the medium a I so the message? 

The Torah chant is an old and formal one. Many hymns are set to faml I iar melodies 

and we respond instinctively to themo But to make too much of the familiar Is Itself a ·danger. 

Worship must offer a challenge as wel I as tradition o 

- Some years ago our youth group put together a creative service out of Bob Dylan and 

Kahi I G ibran. 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 iust a spiritual happening. 

- I 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 

universa l form of expression. Why do you insist that a service have a Jewish atmosphere? 

Aren't good thoughts enough? 

- I once heard a minister talk on wonhlp. He a1gued that the church takes Itself too 

seriously; that the religious moment must be a celebratlon of poalblllty, a freeing of the Imagi

nation and a passionate encounter of the symbols of the powen we do not control and only dlmly 

comprehend. Thar made sense to me. 

Did you visit one of his rvlce ? 

-Yes. 

of • 
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- You' re going back to the worship-prayer distinctions we spoke about. 

Yes. These distinctions are critical. 

The di ctionaay 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 contain our ioys. I prayed when my father was deathly i II. I prayed 

when each of my children was bom. Those prayers were spoken late at night in a hospital 

corridor and not in a synagogue. Prayer cannot be scheduled. To be sure, there have been 

times when I have prayed during a service. I came troubled. The music calmed my spirits. 

The sen&e of community, the quiet, an awareness of the presence of God unlocked my heart. 

But I can number these moments. 

There is a petition in the service, but a Jewish service is not a prayer meeting. Open 
l 

the Siddur and you will find praise, doctrine, paragraphs from the literature, The Sayings of the 

Fathers, a collection of proverbs from the Mishnah, memorial prayers. During Sabbath worship 

Torah is read. A sermon may be preached. Candles are I It. The Kaddish Is recited. Those who 

say, 'I do not need to come to the synagogue to pray,' are absolutely right. Prayer Is agnostic -

people pray to God, to gods, to mother, to the devil, to the winds. Jewish wonhlp Is m0110-

theistic. Prayer is spontaneous. Worship uses a text and Is conducted la1gely In ·a holy 

language. Prayer pleads. Worship cha I lenges. Prayer Is a private expression. Wonhlp is 

congregational. Worship requires a mh,yan, ten of the corrmunlty. Worship Is lnstn,ctlvely 

Jewish, an attempt to many the reltglous vision to the soul. Wonhlp exists to It~ us fiom the 

workaday world and to place us In the Torah world where we can breathe for a few moments the 

pure air of the vision and ltve for an hour within the beauty of the tracltlon. Worship creates 

an emotlonal envhonment In which the basic teachings can come allve for III because they have 

been turned into song and vi all zed In ffectlw ritual. 

Wonhlp allows to llve In the spiritual order of the Jewish people. Wheraver he finds 

himself, th Jew can And a rvlce with which he wlll be fmnlll•, r..1 nded and at home. 
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- You've made your point, but I've still got a problem. I want to be genuine and 

during worship I am asked to read somebody else's words. At services I often think I am being 

transformed into a parrot. They give me a book, 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. I 

always feel I'm being directed by some anonymous 'they'. 
i 

Spontaneity is not the consummate value. Prayer is spontaneous and bei~ 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 paragraphs sancti

fied by centuries of faith, we recognize that worship has the extra dimension of spiritual grace. 

- Still a service seems artificial. 

Worship is artificial in the sense that all civilization is artificial; that Is, It Is a 

creation of human design. The label, ncreative service11
, Is an unfortunate one for a service 

which tosses out centuries of classic literature for a few parggra~ 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. I've thought a lot about 

the twenty➔hird Psalm and written a piece on It, and I would Insist that It belongs as much to 

me as to King David. 

In prayer man speaks to God. In wonhlp God, Torah, speaks to man. The Shema Is 

not a 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 Kaddish 

i not a prayer for the dead, but the faith that death 11 part of God's wisdom and an affir,natlon 

of the immortality of generations who stn,ggled, suffered and NMtd. Here Is the sense of 

continuity, the compelling sense of command, the bonds that tie us to othen who respond to 

th same deep memorf and motlonal dawe do. 

Tradttlonal wonhlp I changed, mlnor-.ey d, full of movement. A Jew dawns, 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 Judah ha Levi. We remind ourselves of the martyrs whose 

sacrifice commands our loyalty and of the poets whose images inspire our thoughts. There is 

petition in the liturgy but also the reminder that "we do not know whether what we ask for is 

for our good." When we look carefully we notice that requests are phrased in the third person 

plural, 'we', not 'I' o What is asked for is the fulfillment of hopes we all share: health, a iust 

social order, a return to Zion, the Messianic ~e. "Grant us peace." 

The central act of worship is the reading of Torah, but it is never left there. There is 

interpretation, an opening of our spirit to the meaning of God's words. At 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 Sinai. 

-You're being uncharacteristically romantic. When I go to my synagogue I tend to 

find the mood flat; and, instead of being lifted, I am let cbwn. 

I suspect we've al I been let down by a service. I have been put off by a restless 

congregation, a posturing cantor and a service conducted off-handedly. Many who come to 

he synagogue come to honor a friend or a friend's chlld and not to honor God. They are in no 

mood to pay attention to the words or mood, and they send out unmistakable vi brattons that 

they are not part of a wonhipping congregation. 

But, if I've been to services which failed to II~ me out of ~If, I've rarely been to 

a service which falled to bring me back to my Jewish self. Whatever was happening on the 

pulpit, I could always read my Slddur. The famlllar symbols were there and almost always a 

familiar tune or two. I welcome the chance to touch belle with my Jewish llfa. During the day 

I am a husband, a father, a pt0----onal, an American cltl•1¥ In the syn~ I am slmply 

a Jew. 
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- You obviously look on worship as important. I've always thought of it as color. I 

can go or not go with little or no practical consequence. 

Not so. Worship is one of the ways of strengthening the Jew in you; your chilcflood 

conditioning is reinforced. You're reminded of Torah themes you'd forgotten about. 

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

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

exhibited. Worship synthesizes and selects and raises up the relevant maior themes which are 

quietly affinned. Worship presents basic Judaism. Complexity has been reduced to straight

forward sentences. Outside the synagogue a Jew answers a question with a question. The 

Siddur puts the question aside. Here are the affirmations. 11True and finn, established and 
I 

enduring, right and faithful, beloved and precious, deslreable and pleasant ••• is this Thy 

word." 

You've obiected a bit to the repetitiveness of wonh~. I oft'en think that, were wonhip 

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 takes the wings of song and imbeds Itself deep within our psyche, and 

we become Jews. 

- Why are so many synagogue servl ces pedest'rl an? 

- I spent a semester In England at Cambridge Unlvenlty. Each college has a chapel 

and most have Evensong. It's quiet and candlellt. The Gothic arches and the shadows blend 

beauti fu I ly with the hymns. There's an unrnlstakable sense of sanctity. 

- My synagogue is smal I and when people are In It It's noisy. I'd love a church's 

maiesty. 

I' att nded Evensong at Kl111' Colleg , Cambridge, and been moved, but I also 

notic d val th ,cp,...1e1 by the schltecture. The r. I lows and ltudenll were In 

• with th common • In the synagogue 

--- --
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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: 

wann-hearted folk, not cold-eyed people; chant, not cacaphony; worthwhile thoughts, not 

cruel ones; a sense of closeness to God. 

Because we ·don't give them a chance. America's Jews tend to be generous, public 

spirited, socially aware and indifferent to worship. It's a routine sight in many congregations 

for parents to drop children off and go on to some other activity. By and large the pious 

stayed in Europe, and those who came were too busy seeking all the goodies avallable to 

offer to seek the intangibles which worship offers. They didn't need worship to celebrate llfe's 

possibilities. Noreover, the tradition had never threatened those who didn't wonhlp with 

damnation. It's changing. Services are better attended. The times are darker and more 

concerned with spirit and soul • . 

- You have described one of worship'• functions as celebrating llfe11 polllbllltl•. Go 

on a bit. 

A community vlsuallz , symbollzes, Its redemptive gospel In rltual and wonhlp. In 

all religious communltl such moments pn,vlde a foNtGII• of Paradl• or of Heaven on earth 

and remind the communicant of how lw lo qualify ro, the Kingdom. Appn,prfate music 

Is heard. A praa1erwr ree11:11 f'IQw God' word and CIIIC:U.N what we ..._. do to be worthy. There 

help bullcl the 

....., cqel,. Work 
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clothes are deliberately excluded. Here is a foretaste of what life can be when we create the 
\ 

iust society on earth or enter the heavenly Jerusalem: golden words, glorious themes, and a 

grand vision; a symbolic confirmation of the fact that the redemptive promise is real. To par

ticipate is to be caught up in the moment and to be encouraged. Many of the themes are 

Messianic. Generally we grow through such an experience but we are not transformed into 
j 

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

how far short we fal I of our private expectations and, at the same time, how important the 

religious forms are in strengthening our will and sensitizing our spirit to a whole range of 

obligations and possibilities. 

- I can buy worship as an opportunity to live as a Jew and as a celebration of life's 

possibilities, but I 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. I'm not per

verse. Why does the Yom Kippur worship lay such guilt-ridden terms on us? Guilt Inhibits. 

There's already too much guilt in the world. M>st 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 posslbllltles of ltfe. The liturgy 

should speak of expectation and hope. Let bygon• be bygon•. In any case, no one Is gullty. 

We do what we do because of our environment, our concltlonlna, because our families raised 

us in a certain way. There are no bad children, only bad ltvlna conditions and cantl811 parents. 

I always think of Yom Klpp,r as a grand celebration of poalblllty, and It's the wonhlp11 

emphasis on sin and confi Ion which male It IO. Sin lmplle1 poalblllty. 

The concept of In NNnl m that I am morally rwapollllble for talents untapped, 

-Y • H I 
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endowment and our environment allows us to be. I agree with him. 

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

The goal, then, is to eliminate failure in the educational process. Skinner proposes to do so by 

a mechanical environment, a learning machine, which would provide the child all the informa

tion needed to put ideas together so as to form new ideas, to learn, without ever facing the 

n.ustration of knocking his head against a wall. Skinner's device was designed to insure that 
' 

mistakes would not occur and to instantly acknowledge a correct iudgment. PresumecJly, the 

student would learn without frustration; no guilt, no mental or emotional block. 

Skinner's box was based on a theory of some merit which insists that the environment in 
I 

which we live substantially affects how we live, what we can accomplish, the questions we ask, 

and the answers we amve at. We tend to think of ourselves as if we are autonomous beings 

when, in fact, w.e are in rather significant ways what our parents and our society have allowed 

us to become. Conditioning detennines much about us. The fact that we speak English, for 
I 

instance, means that some ideas can be expressed easily and others perha~ not at all. Our 

habits are American-bred and, therefore, we think of ourselves dlfferently than an Indian 

villager or a Japanese worker thinks of himself. 

- The1e ideas are not particularly new. 

Skinner's popularity lay In the fact that he begins with a surprising value iudgment: that 

the impact of Western civilization on the Individual is destsvctlve precisely because It suggests 

that we are free. Encouraged to believe that we are autonomous, we have come to e,cpect 

that we can, by the exercise of will and determination, modify our behavior. This Idea, according 

to Skinner, is wro~ and can create paralyzing frustration. He partlcularly blamed the Western 

11 litdons for emph I zing lndlvldual responslblllty. He argued that we do not fall because, In 

fact, we not responsible for what w• do; our environment Is. 

I like th Idea of no n. 

Many do. That' why Skf......-1 Idea ware popul • No one llkes to shoulder '9sponslblllty 
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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 compet~nce. The Midrash explains God's decision to have the whole genera-
' 

tion of onetime slaves die in the wilderness 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 character. God did not fashion us as 

robots but as conscious creatures, capable of thinking through the consequences of our actions 

and ultimately capable of acting on our decisions. Skinner Is simply and vitally wrong. We 

do have a measure of freedom and the inner resources to use our freedom wisely. 

- But we're not completely free. I'm color-bllnd. I couldn't be a painter if my life 

depended on it. 

The crux of this debate is not on whether there are special facton but whether we shape 

w at is given us. I think we do. The Torah says we can. Children raised in good homes with 

parents who care for them and correct them have a better chance of cleveloplr.:, a coherent sense 

of If than a street child who Is raised carel ly, perhaps cruelly; but environment Is not all. 

Som raised in good horn becom bums. Some who are raised on the street become saints. 

In life ev sythlng, lncludl 

W have be n glv by God 

trained and di c plln 

n inct, 

accordt ng to 

di ffi nt ly • 

• 

llrnlts, but the grandeur of the Torah tradition 

IIMCIDIII of action. Anlmals en ruled by 

Is, each 
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reason o The human animal can become a human being. 

- Well and g~od, but why lay on guilt? We were talking about Yorn Kippur. 

Sin measures potential o I cbn't sin o If I could act in any other way, morality would 

imply that I could not be other than I am, and that's a dismal thought. It's only when I cease 

to feel that I can change or grow that the world becomes a gray and hapless place. The sense of 

sin forces me to consider the more I can cb and must do and will do; and it's that "can" and 
J 

that nmust11 and that nwill 11 out of which progress, a better future and maturity, a better self, 

wi 11 be formed o Sin says I'm responsible and that's always an encouraging thought. 

- But sin is such a heavy thought. 

Not al I that heavy o When I leave the synagogue after the closing service of Yom 

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

shackled to them. 

- But you never get out from under. 

We're hun,an, not models. I hope you have noticed that the Torah's 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 gui It? 

What about it? As with all things In life, there's healthy guilt, a prodding conscience, 

and morbid gui It, a grovel ling in abi ectness. The fact that some people can't handle responslblllty 

is no reason to deny the responslbl llty of those who can. 

I couldn't resi closlng the Ion with a mlnlatura Yorn Klpp,r N11non. In many wa,s 

the absence of a strong nse of moral responslblllty 11 the claalc sin of our age. Everybody 

is more comfortable with comproml • Eve11body WCI.ti to do his thing. Nobody wants to be a 

whistle-blow r. P pl c their ----to crl of help and rafuse to testify to a crime. 

Contrast thl hoddy luct#Wll!.a ...-iw1 God's 111111111111nmw,ard ca,d bracing d1mandl: .S-, I haw 

set before yfN th do/, II 




