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Chapter 11 

TRUE AND ENDURING IS THY WORD 
- OR IS IT? 

- My father is an architect. As I grew up he beat into my head the rule that a bul I ding 

is only as stable as its foundations. A structure that isn't solidly based will shift and ultimately 

collapse, which brings me to my Noah's Ark problem. How can I take seriously a Torah full 

of faisy stories even if they are dignified by such an august tenn as myth? It was late on 

Sabbath afternoon and we had been talking about that morning's Torah portion. 

- I was in a Bible class that you led last year. You described the Noah story as an 

Israelite redo of a classic Asian epic. If I remember correctly, in the orlglnal version the gods 

opened the flood gates because the noise of the city disturbed their siesta and the hero was 

saved because he is a favorite of a goddess; while In Genesis God decided to destroy mankind 

because of the world's wickedness and Noah Is saved because he Is a good man. I was Impressed 

by the way the lsr~ lites tu med a conventional flood story into a vehicle for morality,. 

Judaism's special message; that we were not playthlngs of the gods but servants of a dependable 

master. I no longer look on the Noah story as a fairy story, but I was unsettled by your casual 

statement that the Noah chapters represent an amalgam of two dlstl net tracltlons. If I remember 

correctly, in one version the animals come two by two, In the other by sevens. How can I 

take seriously a Torah which contains Inconsistent, even contradictory, materlals? Certalnly, 

an inconsistent tradition can't cl aim to be '9V latlon. 
I 

- There are not only two ~ storl but two cnatlon m~tl• and wen two versions of 

the Ten Commandments. 

The anci t ~...,. , .......... for COllllatenc:y. If there w two old and 

ly plocecl 11• by 11•. 

Yourp 
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God's Word in much the same way some people say nature is God when what they_ mean is that 

God is the creative force behind or within al I that is. The text is not God's word so much as 

the creative force within that text. Just as God's glory is refracted throug.h nature, but lies 

beyond and behind as well as within the natural order, so God's words lie beyond and behind 

the text as well as within. To use a rabbinic met.aphor, the received text is simply the outer 

garment of God's Word. 

- I'm not sure I understand. 

Among the interpretive rules or middot which the Talmudists applied to the Torah was one 

which stated that God had deliberately phrased the Torah using language ordinary people could 

understand, which is to say that the Torah's idiom and Imagery suggest but do not exhaust God's 

• meaning. 

- Give me an example. 

God does not speak, at least not in any wa, In which we do, but how else could the 

idea that the Torah contained God's will be communicated? In the ancient world escaped 

slaves were hunted down ruthlessly lest other slaves be encouraged to n,n away. The Israelites 
C 

made good their escape. Obviously God had made this remarkable event possible. Taken 

literally, the parting of the seas is a colorful mlracle story; taken lmaglnatlvely, the parting 

of the seas is a powerful metaphor of God's redemr,l'lw power. ~ God's Word, It promises 

redemption yet to come. 

- I'm still not sure you' ~ ... ...ct rrry qu•tlon. The problem Is not the a.tc and the 

animals or the Reed Sea, I unde,llund mataphor, but two cllstlnct venlons of the same story 

edited in ch a way that loose ..v• stlll lhow. How can truth be contraclctory? 

To 

and t 
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God was met, let in, by various people at various times. A single prism reflects various colors 

depending on the angle of the light source and the placement of the viewer. Those who edited 

the Torah did not feel compelled to edit the reports of those various meetings into a systematic 

truth. Their criteria was prophetic authenticity not editorial neatness. 

- Do you believe that the Torah is God-given? 

Let me answer your question with some.care. An academic colleague enioys reading the 

Bible as literature: "the sweep is epic and the style classic." He equates the Deuteronomic 

historian with Homer as a master story teller, 11 but my God, to claim more Is absurd." He 

mocks the idea of the Torah as in any way divinely inspired. It contains an outdated science, 

a record of a six-day creation, and some patently unacceptable rules of conduct: the stoning of 

adulterers and the burning of witches. 11 That's not the way I appn>ach the Bible. 

A minister friend takes his history from the Blble. He gave money to an expedition 

which proposed to find the pieces of Noah's ark on Mount Ararat, and he tel Is his congregation 

that the prophets' texts, God's words, foretel I a great war between Russia and this country. 

That's also not the way I read the Bible. 

The Torah contains exaggeration: a company of six hundred thousand ex-slaves could not 

have survived for forty days, much less for forty yean, In the barren waste of the Sinai. The 

Torah contains some ethlcally shabby material: Abraham passes off Sarah as his sister, fearing the 

Pharoah would covet her for his hcnm and that his llfe would be endangered as the unwanted 

husband; Jacob rips off his brother's bllthrlght; God Is pictured as hardening the heart of 

Pharoah when he was about to free the slaves IO that He might subfect Egypt to stlll more severe 

punishment. And lncreclble I end: the sun stan•ng stf II IO the Israelites could complete the 

destruction of ml , dally Ions of ma11ilCI with a double portion on Friday ., no one would 

have to vlol e th ~oar1h, the Ang I of D.catl, ltrlklng clown all l:gyptlan flnt-hom. 

Why go on? Th pn,bl I 11-lcnown. The Tonwh l111't canshtently upllftlng. lt11 

• 



216 

-Yet, this morning in services, a~er the Torah was read, you recited the line: •The 

Torah of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul." Aren't you perpetuating a lie? 

It is a line from the Psalms, poetry. Perfection suggests enduring vitality and that 

miraculous power to keep the waters refreshing. I give a talk each week on the Torah portion, 

and I'm constantly amazed at the relevance of the text to the modem condition. 

- I've heard sermons where the text was pretext. Isn't the Torah's supposed relevance a 
\ 

form of self delusion? You find relevance because you are determined to tlnd it. I doubt your 

Martian friend would find in the Torah what you find there. 

The Torah in a worship setting represents al I that is insightful and redemptive in Jewish 
t 

experience. It presents and represents our special and surprising m9S!Sage; and, more oRen than 

not, its message revives the soul. 

- Isn't this vitality in the text all in our minds? Wouldn't he read It as you read Homer, 

as a Western classic whose ideas and literary forms provide an interesting view of Israelite 

religious ideas? Wouldn't he read the flood story as a legend about the end of the Ice Age 

which seeks to explain the origin of the rainbow rather than as a profoundly slgnlftcant message 

about God, moral obligation and the proper concern of rellglon? Mightn't he ftnd It a bit 

quaint that generations of Jews have been Inspired by these stories? 

He would read as an outsider. The Jew reads as a participant observer. He would read 

only what he saw, a bare text. I read a text whose every word and letter has been examined, a 

t xt full of depths and dellghts. 

- Which man h put there. 

A disclpl hi rabbi, "Wh 11 God? And the wter ca11Wered: 'God Is •~-

of God' Word d 

• 
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Their magic is a gameo The Torah has proven its capacity to revive the souls of a 

hundred generations. 

The image that comes to mind is the blue sky we see every day~ The sky is of God, 

blue, yet not blue; for blue is what our optical apparatus permits us to see. An animal sees 

the sky differently and so would a Martian. The sky is part of space, empty, yet fllled with 

energy; dimensioned, yet infinitely expanding. The Torah is a text, words, yet filled with 

energy, dimensioned, yet infinitely expressive. 
l 

Philosophers as wel I as theologians acknowledge that there is a world of appearances 

and a world that lies deeper, the "blue" sky and the endless ether. Monotheism did not emerge 

out of inte'l lectual analysis; as we have seen it ran counter to the science of the day; rather, 

someone, Moses or another, sensed the unity within; o~ put another and equally valid wa,, 

God allowed His nature to be sensed and a mind was encouraged to break free of the condi­

tioning of p~an culture. The Five Books of Moses, Scripture, become Torah when Jews read 

them as Torah rather than as Bronze Age classics. To treat Scripture as no more thca, an ancient 

classic is to be unable to explain the vital force which Inspired/inspires millions. 

- Doesn't every religion rest on Nevidence11 of this kind? The Christian suspends els­

belief about the Cruciflxion. The Communist does the se111e with A-1arx 11s description of the 

-called scientific laws of economic and polltlcal developnent. 

Each community has eyes for Its rne-.age and INI In It Insights which •cape the outsider, 

nd many messages hav value. I've not a,gued that Torah represents a deposit of all hvth. 

l' v felt the medieval piety which found cl nee CII well as splrltual whdom In Torah. What I 

do argue Is that rell Ion 

at by tht t , the J 

promi kept 

My favorlt Im 

riv r th me. Wh 

r Impact; and, you'w d me my this bein, 

..v.llll!llecl. ttaven•t Its teachings and 

_._.,._ I '91tlDIIIICI 
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- What about al I those far-fetched sennons? 

Imagination can carry us OWQ'/, but serious commentary on the text has directed Judaism's 

growth over the centuries. Science is to nature what commentary is to Scripture. Science seeks 

to discover and explain what the senses see but do not immediately comprehend. Commentary 

seeks to find what a first reading cbes not suggest, and what is most impressive is that there is 

always something else to find. 

The medieval rabbis sometimes described the Torah as the blueprint of the universe. They 

felt its text contained, not only the ideas which are apparent on the surface, but all tNth. Some 

said the Torah consi~ed only of names of God. Some described it as black fire on white Are. 

Akiba was able to find surprising teachings in A>oses' Torah because he and his colleagues 

' 
insisted that the apparent meaning of a text was only a small part of its Import; each word, 

each letter, even the way a letter was formed suggested other truths. 

-You, yourself, said the Torah isn't a science text. Alclba and his friends found what 

wasn't there • 

And what was and what could not have been discovered In any other way. Akiba's 

seemingly contrived exegesis, remerl\ber the Mldrash which describes Noses shaking his head In 

disbelief over Akiba's method, newrthele c;recnd the functlonal and splrltually slgnlftrmt 

fonns of rabbinic Jud sm. Somehow the Torah•• IMIIIClae cornnp,nlcates Itself In 111)11t1rlous ways, 

ut so do many of th pn,fo JnmlST truths about Ille. Logic 11 a ful but llmlted tool. 

- For the flnt time, you nd llke a ,..111.wl. 

No one should rul out .. wia 

n revealed. N 

R v lat on 

NG ... It's 

• 
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- That's poetry o 

I don't believe so o Shakespeare's line that there are more things on heaven and eatth 

than in al I our philosophies turns out to be an accurate analysis as well as great poetry~ Science 

has advanced to the point where it must speak of its conceptual limits. Our understanding of 

natural law must include the principle of indeterminacy, black holes in the universe, and rays 

that we have no w~ of accounting for o Man's consciousness cannot be fully predicted. There 

are good and valid reasons to suspend disbelief and to recognize that mystery underlies what 

we normally call reality, and that at times some part of this deeper reality breaks through and 

we see and understand what we had not recognized before. The ancients described this process 

as a form of speech, n And the Lord said unto Moses ••• 11 Some of us prefer less sense related 

terms, so we describe the sense of everything falling into place which is experienced when
1 

clarity repl aces confusion o 'Ne talk of insight or intuition. Whatever tenn we choose, we 

refer to recognition of what has not before been known, a special and surprising message. For 

the Jew the miracle of awareness took place on Sin~_i and that awareness was collected in, and 

is refracted by, the Torah • 

Unfortunately, many are conditioned by a mental set which Nies out revelation a priori • 

They assume that what they do not know simply has not yet been researched. There must be ca, 

explanation for everything. Actually this Is an old-fashioned and no longer crecltable Idea 

which was popula rized during the early years of the Enlightenment when thlnken were Intoxicated 

with the rate of discov ry d Inv ntlon. The elght11nth century stlll bellewd In the iron laws 

of nature. Physical cientl had not yet had to confront lndatemlnacy, the pr•ence of 

probability and the a nc of certainty In ftftl'•-- 10Clal sclentllh the power of the IITCltlonal 

n human Ufe. Sine th aucann m W'llaft ,~Ml 1e1ani:. no long that equal 

causes produce equal emtcn: marw Nlllaln IIIIDINIMI In a e1a111111111nlltlc CCllte of mind. The truth 

i that God did II nea-rv m--• •-•• ••• ,_ we wlll 

never know. I o 

Ju 
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thoughts than your thoughts. Science describes, it does not explain. Love, beauty, iustice, 

creativity, revelation, cannot be fully examined in a laboratory. 

I read to them a paragraph from Victor Weisskoprs •the Frontiers and Limits of Science~" 

11 A Beethoven sonata is a natural phenomenon which can be analyzed physically. However, 

even if these processes are completely understood in scientiflc tenns, this kind of analysis 

does not touch what we consider relevant and essential in a Beethoven sonata - the immediate 

and direct expression of the mpsi c. In the same way one can understand a su~t or the stars in 

the night sky in a scientific way, but there is something about experiencing these phenomena 

that lies beyond science." 

There is no reason today to deny mystery. Revelation is not an i I lusion; Indeed, It plays 

a role, perhaps the maior role, in scientific research. Research proceeds in two wa,s, by a 
I 

pi ling up of information and by revelation.. An Inexplicable ~ brings ideas together into 

a possibi lity which surprises a researcher and which he sets out to prove. Something new has 

come into being . 

- Why not, then, argue my grandfathe..-s way? He dismissed Blbllcal criticism as araogance. 

The Torah is a mystery. God's words are sui-generis • The nonnal Nies of analyses do not apply. 

Your grandfather's belief that the Five Books of Moses, the Torah, were given in their 

present fonn to M>ses by God is untenable and was not the faith of the lsraelltes during the 

Judaism's fonnative centuries. It became an orthodox dogma sometime around the time of Ezra, 

even hundred years after Moses. The Torah text does not make the clalm that the whole text 

w given to and through Moses. Genesis does not begin: and the Lord said "'f'O Mow." In 

fact, nowhere In G nest Is the clalm made that these chapten en God's words. Isaiah and 

Jeremiah questioned whether God had ordeNd that Jaws obaerw the prfestly NI• govemlng the 

acrificial cult; Who h eel thl of you to tnanple Mt coum? "'89estlng at th• very lead 

that that part of the I al materlal of Torah which .... with the ICICl'lflclal cult waa In their 

..,.the -,11artousvltallty Inherent 
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in Torah is enhanced when the text is seen as a once-and-only revelation rather than as an 

inspired collection of inspired traditions. 

I am satisfied that research has shown what some late medieval philosophers, particularly 

Spinoza, already suspected, that various oral traditions circulated in ancient Israel and that, 

over time, these were drawn together and edited and that, towards the middle of the first 

mi llenia, the text we now call Torah was published. 

- Then we 're back to the Torah as I iterature. 

The Torah is both a composite manuscript and a consecrated mystery. Light provides a 

usefu I analogy. Light is both a wave and a cluster of active particles, and it turns out that it 

is impossible for an observer to view or measure these two properties simultaneously. I oft-en 

wonder if th~ rabbis recognized how apt their description of Torah as light, Torah Orah, was. 

If you look at the text and see only the text, you will not sense the wisdom deep within. If 

you look at the Torah and see only the word of God, you wlll not see the seems, the editings 

and the contradictions. My academic friend Is wrong when he dismisses Torah as no more than 

an anthology of Israelite myths, legends and laws. Your grandfather was wrong when he dis-

' 
missed academic analysis. For a moderate to appreciate Torah, he must be both patient scholar 

and committed Jew and recognize that he cannot be both at the same time. 

Every week I handle two Torahs: a printed Hebrew text In whl ch I have noted In the 

margins the many textual suggestions and emendations suggested by teachen and my own reaclng; 

. 
and the Torah scroll which I wouldn't dream of rr.carklng up and from which I read as part of a 

acred ritual. I handle the one text serlously, but unceramonlously. I make notes. I erase. 

I handle the other reverently and speak a bl ng beM and ahr which offen heartfelt 

thanks to God for th git of HI lnlhvctlon. 

-You almost mecac of Torah a llvlng 

1DUI. Mt .. .,,.. are not God-llke, 

nor is my body; n Nll:IOIIIIII ...... ..... and 0D1111u111lon, whlc;h loves 
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and is loved, which reiects selfishness and iniustlce, which pushes me to disclpllne my talents 

and to put1 them to good use, my soul or spirit, call it what you will, is of God. Those who 

crush divinity, either by abusing another or by being indifferent to the spirit, commit a horrible 

sin for they erase possibility, God, from life. I believe that, iust as there is something divine 

within every human being, though we are far from being divine creatures, so the Torah's text 

is not physically God's Word, but contains within it a wisdom and a compelling spirit which is 
I 

of G od . 

-You didn't let me finish. I admit the Torah's functional value. Jewish history is a 

history of unusual accomplishment and sensitivity; I agree that a Torah~d society has enhanced 
I 

spiritua l growth, encouraged family life and sharpened the sense of human dignity and iustlce; 

but it still seems to me as if you're saying that a brilliant forgery is, nevertheless, a great 

painting and should be hung beside Rembrandt and Da Vinci master works in a museum. 

A forgery is a manufactured invention. The Torah ~Cl'I In a genuine meeting between 

~ses and God and was enlarged by the records of other meetings between God and our an­

cestors. They unde1stood and expressed themselves within the limitation of their culture; m,t 

nothing was invented . 

Nost of us cany an image of revelation which we owe less to careful thought than to 

romantic literature and the movies where a bass wlce com• out of the clouds as llght rises In 

the background and no one Is le~ In 0/ltY doubt that 'this 11 God talklng;' Cecll B. Demille 

mproving on the description of thunder, llftlWl'llna, ca,d hom blowlng whlc;h, accorclng to 

Exodus, acc:ompanl d th 

E ly in h 

God pe to h m, na 

,..,., ah, 

hich 
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God put forth His hand and touched my mouth and said to me (Jeremiah), 'see I have put My 

words in your mouth ~ • 0 

- You're asking me to consider revelation as an experience which might occur to any 

concerned and sensitive person o I've never heard God. If someone were to say to me: "God 

told me, 11 I would suggest medical helpo 

Biblical man lived in an age which believed in prophecy and identified the awareness 

of new ideas with God's speech o We live in a secular age which no longer instinctively 

identifies the rush of insight as God's speech; hence, anyone who hears God comes immediately 

under suspicion. 

Revelation takes place all the time, though, and this is important, not all revelation 

is significant o The miracle of Sinai is not that it is a once and only revelation but that it 

produced the Torah o 

- I once went to a hillbilly church, The Church of Holy Prophecy, where people went 

into a trance and began to talk ecstatically. How can anyone believe in the messages which 

are little more than babblings? 

The Amos's and Micah's of the Bible were not babblers who spoke In an ecstatic trance. 

There were such seers in Biblical times, and the Blble dl~isses them, Just as you did, as 

babblers, "the prophet is meshugah.n They were as suspicious of the ESP world as many of us 

are; but they knew better than to dismiss out of hand everythl~ that purpotted to come from 

areas of the mind which lie far below those where conscious thought takes place. There were 

'true" prophets and "false• prophets. A •tn,e• pn,phet was one whose m811age made sense. 

The prophets were cone med and nsltlve men and women who had thought long and hard about 

God, man, iustlce and polltl and who found or IGW" Id■• of particular force and freshness 

fonn in tf\elr min • S ch did not pour out. Thera 11 awry lnclcatlon that tMy took the time 

to phras ca fully thel r 10U1:1nt1. ,. .... Mallll ...... only In bellevlng that their 

fresh and une>e1>ecrea aHU'•Ntftftlfll 
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- I've never heard wi ces. 

We learn some things through step-by-step logic, clays of preparation and testing. We 

learn other things unexpectedly when an arc sparks between the active mind and the deeper 
I 

levels of reality. O~en a scientist has a brain storm, or a poet's ear·or an altist's eye becomes 

aware of a subterranean stream of meaning which is always. there and which we rarely tap. I 

cal I such a quantum increase in understanding revelation, God disclosing part of what was 

hidden heretofore, and I suspect you've had some fonn of this experience. 

Two people meet. They treat each other as companions. They decide to work together 
I 

or simply to have some fun together and then, perhaps unexpectedly, they touch a deeper 

realify in each other. Companionship becomes friendship or love. The potential was always 

there, but it had not been exposed, a new reality has emerged and often neither person really 

knows how it happened. 

Normally, we take the outdoors for granted. There ts grass to be cut and leaves to 

be raked. Then one day we walk out into the tleld and suddenly we sense a beauty, a power, 

the indwelling glory of nature. No one will see anythi~ happen to us, but something im~rtant 

has occurred. Nature is no longer simply a resource to be used but a divine gift which we feel 

compelled to protect from those who have not sensed that "God Is In this place and I knew It 

not.' 

When friendship becomes love, not lust but love, that, too, Is a revelation. When the 

burdened soul touches the life force, God, and Ands strength flowing Into his soul, that, too, 

is revelation. When the mind wrestl with the c;onclltlons of our llves and suddenly the pieces 

fall together and replac conventional wisdoms, that, too, 11 revelation. 

ed, UIIIA,. 11 God, he aawelWd, God 11 wherwer men wlll let 

Him in. Morry an cl ....,..11., let God In, and when this 

• I Hice the ph,_. of Abraha.11 Heichel who d•crlbed 

n G • 
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The Torah, like the human, is created in God's image, but Is not God; it is both a 

human and a divine booko Inspiration had to be coded in language and expressed In meaningful 

idiom o We hear what we are prepared to hear. The word had to be understood by people of a 

particular culture and time. Beethoven wrote for the instruments then available and used 
J 

musical notations of early nineteenth-century Europe. If he had been Indian or Chinese, his 

talent would have been as great but his music would have taken on a quite different form. 

Those who heard God could only formulate their new understanding in terms of their culture 

using fami Ii ar concepts and metaphors. 

- You talk like a mystic. 

Every serious religionist is, but I hope that mine is not a mysticism which glorlfles the 

irrational. I believe in the divinity of Torah because it alone, of all the rellglous works of 

antiquity, has evidenced a compel ling power, alive. The Babylonicw, version of the flood 

story was far better known in its clay than the Noah versior,; but for more than two thousand 

years, until archeologists chanced on the ancient library of Ugarit, almost all trace of this 

once dominant lay buried in the ground. During all these years the Noah stoay was read 

regularly and seriously confronted by the synagogue. 

The miracle of Sinai is not that God spoke - revelation Is not a unique phenomenon - but 

that a whole people were prepared to accept ~-• report of the meeting m,d that a rellglon 

emerged. The rd was not lost but became the founding message of a dynamic rel lg Jaus 

tradition. The tradition always uses two tenns for revelatlon, the giving of Torah" and "the 

acceptance of Torah. Sinai symbollzes God11 pn>clarnatlon and Israel's appropriation. 

I believe In rev latlon. There have been times during serious clscuulon that I suddenly 

cognized that what I or another had said presented an unexpected truth, not the truth of 

t xt books, common--~, or xperl ce, but ultimate and lrreduclble truth. I bellew 

I rael d thl at S nal 

I It 
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special to Israel, but these binding moments still occur. The rabbinic tradition insisted that long 
I 

before Sinai God had revealed to Noah the tenns of a covenant designed to regulate all human 

society. I have no trouble understanding that Christians and Muslims feel they possess a revealed 

message. Their thinkers, too, knew moments of sudden clarity, and for mil lions the words they 

saw have been and are compelling. 

- But we're right, right? 

Every first-rate work of art is distinct from al I others in fonn and character and, of 

course, in subiect matter; yet, each piece is high art. Life is full of ideas which are seemingly 

contradictory, but nonetheless significant. Civilization, like a well-constructed sym~ny, 
\ 

contains many vital and imaginative messages. 

- Are you saying the New Testament and the Koran are, like the Torah, revelation? 

I am saying that they and many other scriptures have been accepted by believers as 

revelation: Lao T zu's Meditations, Gautama's Lotus Sutra, Marx's Das Kapital, Mao'~ Little 

Red Book • Each contained some spark of tNth, else it could not have struck the responsive 

chord it did. My problem begins when any religion claims that Its message fully explains the 

mystery of life and excludes all other insights. l'.Jo revelation, and that includes Torah, says It 

al I. 

- How can I choose between messages? 

Let me quote you the Torah's distinction between a hve and false peophet: "and should you 

k yourselves, 'how can we know that the oracle (of the false pn,phet) w• not spoken by the 

ord?' If the prophet speaks In the name of the Lord and the oracle do• not come true, that 

oracle was not spok n by the Lord, the pn,phat ha utt.,.d It -ly; do not stand In 

dread of him • IIIAftn• slmply, luda the Word pragmatically. See how It has 

shaped the I iv of I • 

To 

For ov a to Tonah ancl found 

• 
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have become a musty book on a she If in a rare book library, but it lives and inspires. I have 

no trouble deciding in favor of Torah. It's mine by birth. Its realism appeals to me as much 

as its hopefulness. I like what it's done to, and for, the Jewish people. Most of all, I have 

sensed God in the reading and in its meanings. 

- I haven't 

Have you let the Torah speak to you? It was time for Havdalah, so I closed with a 

paragraph from The Zohar. nThe Torah stories are only the garments of the Torah. Whoever 

imagines that the garment is the Torah hersel,and not other than the Torah, may he expire and 

have no share in the World to Come. This is why David says: 'Open mine eyes that I may see 

wondrous things out of Thy Torah, 1 namely, that which is beneath the Torah's gannents. n 



Chapter 12 

IS MAN THE MESSIAH? 

- A sunny momi ng. That lazy hour before Sunday lunch when conversation turns 

naturally towards the philosophical • Someone spoke a bit condescendi~ ly. Another chided: 

'don't put on airs, be yourself.' Another began to muse about human nature. Strip away al I 

the overlay and what are we? 

- Human beings, mortals. 

-That says only that we are going to die, three score years and ten and all that. The 

sixty-four dollar question remains: What are we like underneath? Are we angel or animal? 

Some philosophies take the view we're animals and that the overlay of civilization 

checks the excesses of the predator. Others insist that the cn,elty we see in people is the result 

of social pressures rather than an Innate sadism and argue that we're innately decent. 

- Who's right? 

Most philosophies and religions assume that the human being is an unpredictable and 

undependable creature who needs to be kept in line. It is not hard to see why. Serious history 

makes melancholy reading. Viar has been endemic. In every society the privileged have 

oppressed the poor. Once in power, liberaton become oppresson and refonnen seek special 

privileges. Disciples of Jesus prove their loyalty to the founder's Ideas by going on crusades, 

and disciples of Ghandi show their allegiance to non-resistance by building Cl'I atomic arsenal. 

Again and again communities and leaden prove themselves shortsighted, foolish, cowardly, 
I 

close-minded, greedy, preiudiced or wone. 

-You sound like Thurber' cartoon of the little man crouched on a box saying to himself: 

P pie are no damn good. 

I don't feel that way. I live with a lot of Rne people, and I'm pr.tty decent myself. 

- ~st people feel that wa,. Why all the .... min? 
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Because of the evidence. 

- I suspect the hopeful view is more popular today. 

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

to exhibit the kinder side of their nature. Man's innate decency is a relatively modem theme. 

The image of the noble soul perverted by the institutions of society was seriously put 

forward by a few philosophers in the eighteenth century, most notably Rousseau, and became a 

popular thesis in the nineteenth century. They argued that the child is an innocent and as 

proof they waxed eloquent about the noble savage whose spirit and soul had not been perverted 

by i ndustri a I society • 

These arguments have not held up. On closer examination the savage proved not so 

noble and the infant not so innocent. Freud talks a good bit about infant sexuality and aggression; 

and anthropology has studied the dari<er sides of primitive life. 

It turns out that this phUosophy of man Is less a result of new research thca, a reaction to 

the sense of possibility which surged through the V.st as the age of exploration and industri­

alization began to increase prosperity and so make possible the breaking of long famlllar habits 

and patterns of Ii fe. 

- If I accept your definition of Communism as a religion, then faith In mca, 1s Innate 

c ncy is broadly held. Certainly Marxism teaches that, as class bound Institutions are replaced, 

h worker emerges stronger, nobler and purer. 

Th worker in the Communist state, not only enioys a better 1C>ciety, but becomes, 

cau of is experience with iust lnstiMions, more upright and great-hearted, in a word, 

tt r. Those romantic paintings of Soviet worken with their smiling unblemished faces, clear 

y nd rong bodies present this vi lo~ but, as the song goes, It ain't necwarfly so. 

Th unceasing achievement of modem technology convinced man~ that slmllarly 

dr mar c chang had, or would, take place In us. Education w• the key; knowledge would 

ach u how to becom more open-minded, clear--headed and n.palhetlc, and the unlvenlty 



became for many the cathedral at whose altar they worshipped. But educators were not able to 

prove that learning and character went hand in hand. Do you remembe~ the teaching assistant 

from my Ethics class? So, the formula was changed slightly. Education would teach us how 

to organize healthier institutions; and they, in tum, would shape gentler and kinder people. 

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

a manor house. It was argued that the chi Id is bent out of shape and often dehumanized by class­

bound, coercive institutions which corrupt his spirit and limit the unfolding emotional and 

psychological potential. In an open, iust and sympathetic social environment, children would 

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

people began to experiment with new institutional models; New Harmony, the kibbutzim, 

urban communes, designed to create healthy and loving environments in which a new and 

gentler breed could grow. 

I've .always suspected that a culture's assessment of human nature explains a great deal 

about its religious perspective. Anned with this faith in man, humanism and Marxism constructed 

a new Messianism, in effect new religions whose basic theme was that man, not the Messiah, 

not God, would change the world for the better; c:a,d, in changing the world, he would change 

himself. They argued that the future depended on political and social refonn and the miracle 

of human potentiality rather thc:a, the miracle of God's promise. The older rellgfons had 

sumed a supernatural transfonnation, "In the End of Days the lion shall sit down with the 

lamb and a little chi Id shal I lead them." Now, unless man bullt it himself, Utopia would 

v r be built and, since no Industrial Utopia could last long gov.med by citizens governed 

by If-interest, the humanist hope had to be that we would create a society which would allow 

u to recover the lost Innocence of our chi lcllood. 

- You've shl ft-ed ground. We f;,egan talklng about human nature and you've raised the 

i u of hum capacity. 

Th tn,th about ....... nature, llke 10 mCll'f hvthl, II tornewhere b.tw•n the romantics 
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and the cynics. We have ego needs and could not survive without them; and we have an 

innate capacity for empathy and love. A rough passage can harden the shel I and a loving 

experience can help us free our feelings and be more open, but we are, and wi 11 never cease 

to be, both animal and human. 

Here, as in so many areas, the Torah tradition has been wisely inconsistent. Some 

texts describe the human as little lower than the angels and others dismiss him as little higher 
l 

than a brute. A favorite rabbinic image describes human nature as comprised of polar energies, 

one generous and loving, the other competitive and demanding; both innate and neither excisable. 

The human animal can grow into a human being, but never outglOW his animal nature. Studies 

of communitarian and utopian communities indicate that shared prosperity c:11d true community 

do lessen the need to learn the competitive arts, but that these utopian environments do not 

resolve the contradiction of our emotional make-up. Anti-social and even criminal behavior 

exist in Paradise. The libido cannot be cut awoy. 

On Easter the Christian community celebrates the ~ibility of man becoming God. On 

Passover Jews celebrate the promise of freedom, the possibility of creating social conditions in 

which man can become man. The Biblical metaphor is the Image of Adam and Eve being human 

even in Paradise, committing the one forbidden sin and being driven out of Eden to live by the 

sweat of their brow and by developing the human skllls and dlsclpllnes they poaess~ 

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

now you seem to Wv.iiilr.,lon the Importance of envhonment. 

I don't qu Ion that povelfy and d■prfvatlon CINl'8 erwhonmenll, the stnet, where 

p~edatory skills a I question 11 the thesis that an 

• 

Tho 

prog • 
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told each other, was that the reforms had not been radical enough. The human being was 

unregenerate because social conditions remained inadequate. The more intransigent our nature 

came to appear, the more radi ca I the changes utopi ans demanded. Perhaps_ the consummate 

tragedy of our age is that heightened expectations of human decency encouraged many to employ 

coercive measures to enforce their revolutionary programs so as to effect the desired trans-
\ 

fonnation o Mao's cultural revolution is the ultimate metaphor of this murderous parade. Millions 

were ki I led to save mankind and, despite formidable and fearsome efforts, there is little evidence 
I 

that the desired human transformation has or can occur. 

- You' re not being particularly hopefu I • 

Why raise false hopes. "Hope deferred makes the heart sick." 
I 

Perfection is an attribute which can be ascribed only to God. Even when our intentions 

are good we o~en do harm and we can never escape the limitations of culture and ego. The 

Torah has few illusions; the thoughts of a man's heart are evil flom his youth. None of the 

Biblical figures is given a sinless biography. Their virtue lay in their struggle to become better 

than they were. l\lone of us is a paragon of virtue and, tsy as we can, we never completely 

master our ego and libido. Judaism speaks openly of the limitations of human nature, but never 

despairingly, of the possibiltty of sptrltual and moral glOWth. The name Israel signals posst-

bi laty. Jacob was called Israel aft'er he wrestled the long night with an angel, his fears, and 

ood firm. It means "he who struggled with powers clvlne.• 

The Torah tracRtlon Is reallstt c not R8 mlstlc. The covenant Image CIIIUffl9I we can 
I 

91 Y a good accountt ng of ou . As I suggested earller, that favorite Blbllcal tenn, sin, 

uggests the human reach. The long 11st of conWon1 on Yorn Klppur night sugg.sts Judaism'• 

rath r high CISS4!Sffttt'nf of hta'lll1n potentlal, far high., than IIIOlt of us ewr achieve. 

This point ~~ ... •IIIV whldl 11 a 8111.allUlly craftad .. Clfptlon of a 

Wllill- He had 

done d It 
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interpret this to mean that the animal species are and remain what God intended them to be, 

but man was left unfinished. We become what we w:ill ourselves to become. Physically, we 

grow like weeds, inevitably; but in terms of character we grow by reflecting on our experiences, 

by opening up our tenderer feelings and by force of will. 

- You make life seem an unremitting challenge. I thought Judaism believed a time 

would come when the struggle would be won, when "the lion and the lamb shall lie down 
) 

together." 

That's utopian imagery which looks to a time called the End of Days when God, pre­

sumedly, wi 11 create another world and people it with a breed who wi 11 possess "a new heart 

and a new spirit." Unti I then, the Bible suggests humans wil I continue to be both resolute and 

forgetful; spontaneous and calculating; selfless and selfish. 

The Torah tradition assumes that the strengthening of character· is possible, that moral 

growth is possible, that the human animal can mature Into a human being. The covenant's 

emphasis on duty and obligation would be a pointless exercise if we lacked the ablllty to meet 

the Torah's high : standards. What Torah does not postulate Is that we can iump out of our skins 

and become angels. We face tests we cannot fully master with feeltngs we do not completely 

control. No human being will ever be able to say: 'I am free of sin and of sinful thoughts.' 

The Torah tradition does not crown Its heroes with halos. 

We are not trapped In our limltatlons, but neither are we ever free of them. Maturity, 

competence, sensitivity, character, are not easy to achieve and never fully achlewcf. The 

cha I lenge is unremitting and the n1ward I the talc Itself, not lb cornpletlon. Mases Is not 

al lowed to enter the Promised Land. He had to be satl1Red with the knowledge that he had led 

the people to Its border. 

-You' not ry 

I want to be II 

also recognize th 

that 

older penon pl~ the clsabuNd ntallst. 
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I spoke of accepting our limitations and of recognizing that there was no need to despair. 
' 

There is growth; but it requires unremitting effort and self-discipline as well as faith. The 

strugg le need not be a ioyless one. There can be ioy in work well done, in help offered and 

accepted; in a quiet meal or a walk out of doors. The Sabbath and most of our festivals are 

designed to provide a ioyous environment. 

- I know very few happy people. 

The hope of a man-made Messianic Age sustained many good people during the nineteenth 

and the early twentieth century, a period when the rate of knowledge, learning, invention and 

discovery was impressive. Machines, technology and medicine had begun to transfonn the 

world and to give apparent substance to old hopes, but belief in progress began to wear thin 

during the pointless carnage of the First World War. Then came Httler, Mussolini and Stalin, 

and atomic reactors which could provide energy but also could destroy the human race. Con­

fidence in progress gave way to deep uncertainty. 

World War II, the Holocaust, and Hiroshima forced many to the unhappy conclusion 

that the fut ure was no longer what it had once been. Our world lives in fear of machines of 

Bit by bit the Messianic Age dissolved before our eyes. 

mass destruction of its own devising/ Our machines llghten our burdens and threaten our very 

xistence. Our assembly llnes provide a flood of goods provided we rape the good earth of 

its natural resources to feed man. Our medicine has become lethal as well as life-sustaining, 
' 

er ating a ~pulation explosion which can destroy us all. The pressures of mass society coarsen 
t 

v ry human activity . Winston Churchill chose as the motto for the last wlume of his memoln: 

How he great democracies triumphed, and 10 were able to resume the folll• which had IO 

n arly cost them their ltfe." The future became 1984. Many no lo••r ... history as a clrawaa of 

progr but as a ater of the absurd. 

To crlbe our II nc:tecl faOiil the wcabulary of bgotten t•u• a 

rayv rb-toco • ltUMG ng, he would say, 

"fine" or al ght or 
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from the same root as the French verb, 11 couper'l, to cut. In medieval times the noun, coupen , 

described a protracted, exhausting duel in ~ich neither knight could gain the upper hand, a 

seemingly endless, debilitating struggle where neither protagonist had any real hope of victory. 

It suits us now. We are determined but resignedly so. We push on but without much eagerness, 

and I find this attitude the ultimate surrender. To be sure, stoic persistence, squaring our chins 

and rolling up our sleeves, is a commendable posture; but not a virtue. The test is not whether 

we do our duty, but whether we do it with happy resolution. The Torah tradition speaks frequently 

of "the ioy of duty, 11 simha shel mitzvah. Life's challenges are to be relished rather than endured. 

- Easier said than done. 

Not really once we accept the idea that happiness is a state of mind, the ioy of feeling 

in tune with our existence. 

Some time ago, I browsed in a book store. The table of non-fiction bestsellers was full 

of books on how to cope: how to cope with your manic;»ge; how to cope with your divorce; 

how to cope with your children; how to cope with your parents; how to cope with youth; how 

to cope with age; how to cope with worlq there was even a book on how to cope with leisure. 

As I looked at this vast array of copology, I wondered at the extent of discouragement in our 

society. Was Ii fe so emotionally draining? Obviously not. Yet many of us are deeply 

frustrated and clearly feel unfulfilled - that, by the wa,, was the word I noticed on many of 

the promotional blurbs on the book fackets - fultlllment - an lmpaulble tenn, but "here Is the 

key to fulfillment," absolute happiness, ioy at all times • 
• 

Why are we so ftvstrated? Why has the futur9 cn1ed to be an excltl,.a pn,spect? The 

answer, I would IUQl~ar, I that sci nee, technology, and the generations that have gone 

before have so nl ed our opportunity that wa .... the good Hr. , or 11 It the •too good 

life", for g....t".wl! ....,.. nava can• a patch, ad• not llb the ldaa of havl,.a to 

put our min 
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Some time ago I picked up an Anglo-Jewish ioumal and noticed that its New Year's 

editorial bore the headline, "5740, Can We Cope? 11 The writer proceeded to make a list of 

problems which beset the Jewish people and Israel. The first paragraph was about Soviet anti­

semitism and a recent Politburo decision to limit Jewish emigration. Subsequent paragraphs 

dealt with the escalation of neo-Nazi violence in the Argentine, the dislocations which face the 

Jewish community in South Africa, the world-wide economic effects of the Arab boycott, the 

high cost of Israel's defense and the stress that such expenditures place on the Israeli economy; 

the savagery of international terrorism directed against Israel, the shrillness of attacks within the 

United Nations against Israel, the sale of Ameri~an supersonic iets and air-to-ground missiles 

to Jordan and Saudi Arabia -- and on and on and on. In his last paragraph the ioumalist 

turned his attention to 5741 and asked his original question: "Can We Cope?" The answer, 

obviously, was yes; he intends to publish next year. Yes, but how? The editor really had no 

other answer but the old piety, Am Yisrael Hai, the peQple of Israel lives; we have survived, 

therefore, we wi II survive. 

- I know what you're going to say. Would this man have written the same article if he 

had not been a comfortable, public-school educated London intellectual but his great-grandfather, 

an immigrant from Czarist Russia who had settled in the East End where he had survived as a 

poorly paid school teacher. 

You' 11 admit it's a good question. Would great-grmadfall•,· have been surprised by 

Soviet anti-semitism, or would he have been surprised by and emphasized the ecay citizenship 

Jews enioy in .-.... World, th Ir remarkable lcal and economic pqre11, the fact that 

American Jews t al ty n.lClam mMIIWI..,.-, Would h grwat-gn1udfdl•r have 

underscx,red th h h 

teen hun d y~ 

their ability to 

sale of..,•• ft ...... 

ma1 .. Ince of a State of .._,. Ahr nine-

In , ... andhcwepnwen 

have 11119dthe 
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its borders? We take as a matter of course what our great-grandparents hardly dared to dream 
I 

of, and when the first cold winds blow we forget how blessed we really are. 
\ 

- Our problems are real. 

And frightening; but to quote Churchill again: 'We have nothing to fear, but fear 

itself; 1 I'm not suggesting playing the ostrich. 

What disturbs me is that you can cope, plod ahead with your eyes down only so long, 

and then the ioylessness of it all begins to wear you cbwn. Some give up, pull CN1ay from 

community and responsibilities and seek work without challenge or stress. Others swing to 

the other extreme and try to cultivate an indifference to possessions and to feelings. If 

they don't want too much or care too deeply, then they feel they'll protect themselves from 

frustration and hurt. 

The Greeks had a word for this attitude. Ascesls described the deliberate cutting back 

of appetites and hopes which is acbpted by those who want to escape the disappointment of 

caring and losing. Ascesis says I am not going to allow myself to want desperately because I 

wi II only be frustrated since I can never have all I want. I won't let myself love fully or have 

children because I don't want to give over hostages to fortune. 

- Forgive me, but you sound a bit llke a snake oll salesman dispensing one of those 

up-beat philosophies which emphasize heady and hopeful stuff which satlsfles our age's need for 

hope. 

I hope not. I can stil I remember the mll Uon1 who read Norman Vincent Peale 11 The -
Power of Positive Thinking. Publlshen tel I me a well-written 'If you only put your mind to It 

you can' book is an almost guaranteed best seller. I've never tried. I'm not much taken with 

something called the human potential movement which C119ue1 that we go to school but en 

taught only part of what we n d to know d delight to d•crlbe IC119 ly un ,cplored areaa of 

p rsonality and fe llng; ,,....,. llke extrcaenao11 perception symbollz• for them man's untapped 

motional awa n • I'm not talkl 
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a long-lived and creative people, the pleasure of discovering and using God-given talents, the 

ioy of being alive in God's world and of being convinced that we are doing work which would 

please Him. 

Jews were not of a mind to write off the four score years. Sophocles summed up the 

despairing world view when he had a chorus chant: "Not to be born is, past all prizing, best, 

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

to the place from whence he came. 11 Contrast the Psalmist's enthusiasm: rr Happy are we. How 

happy our lot. How pleasant our situation •11 Among the new ideas which Israel's prophets put 

forward was a Messianic vision of a good life in a Promised Land. The good earth, God's 

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

themselves and in their world the real possibilities which are here. Life Is brief and bruising, 

but there are hopes that do come true and the view is often breathtaking. Judaism despaired 

neither of man nor of life. There is the ioy of service, simha shel mitzvah; the ioy of love, 

uthe reioicing of bride and groom"; the ioy of being a person of quality, "happy is the man 
• 

who has not fol lowed the WCJ'/ of the sinner"; the ioy of the Sabbath. There was a requirement 

that the Jew say a blessing for each meal, each purchase, each day, each drink, on seeing a 

beautiful view or a beautiful woman, literally number his blessings. Happy occasions were not 

to be piled on top of each other, but separated and separately savored. Among the Hassldlm 

it was a mitzvah to banish sadness for it caused a II nc:nowh~ of the spirit" and made It 

difficult for anyone to love God. 

On Rosh Hashonah we wish each other a shanah tovah, a good year. We do not ask 

God for ioyless months spent dragging ounelv from problem to problerrv we are thinking of 

something far better. The liturgy reads: Our Father, our King, grant to us a year of happiness, n 

w our day , flll them with foy. Joy Is a mood, an oper.n•• to certain feelings which can 

ours only wh n we accept llfe for what It Is, a short r ll'V• between the •pen•ncy of 

Infancy and th dependency of • Joy begf III when we 
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flux, growth, and that it does not have conclusions, that what it has are moments, experiences, 

the now, and God, that these are, after all, enough. 

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

Happiness is worth working at. It takes a good bit of iudgment and effort to place 

yourself where life can be satisfying. Only a considered philosophy and a good bit of dlscipline 

will allow us to keep our appetities in bounds and so be satisfled with .what we have. I love 

the old fol k saying: If someone tells you he is making a living, 'but it wouldn't hurt if things 

were a little better,'ask him 'How do you know it wouldn't?' Only good iudgment and discipline 

can keep us on the high road where the pleasures are not artificial but those of true accomplish­

ment. Many who pursue happiness flee ioy. 

- Before 1 can relax and enioy, I've got to have hope. Give me some reason to hope. 

Israel. Despite Auschwitz and Arab annies determined to drive the Ylshuv into the sea, 

Jews created a modem state on a despoiled and neglected land. Israel is for us what the 

Phoenix was for the Greeks, a metaphor of the truth that clvllization can rise from the ashes. 

- What if, G od forbid, Israel should go under, what else do you have to offer? 

Our Torah's Messianic vision. 

- I don't believe in all that business about plough shares and prunh~ hooks. 

Neither do I, except as compelling poetry. I'll answer you, but let me do It my way. 

Rene Dubose writes a regular column In The American Scholar entitled "Despairing 

Opta mist •11 I love the title because I identify with It. It suggests that to stay human we need to 

k p on working For a better world despite the suspicion that we may be bullclng on quicksand. 

I approach the question of Israe l-Arab peace In this spirit. I have no l'Nl0n to belleve that a 

tr aty between Israel and Egypt wlll brl~ peace to the Mlddle East. Even If tourllb are able 

to cross the common border and some bllat ral trade ag ..... 11anta en worked out, a treaty wlll 

not ure peac • Cn,el polltlcal realltl would remaan. Govemmenll can change . 

Pr iudices c be lmtd. Anny dlvl o would II be IINIIIINCI bolt. 1ldn of th• border. 
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Treaties are pieces of paper which are scrapped when they are no longer of benetlt to one of 

the parties. Yet, a treaty would be a useful step. 

There is no reason for black despair and there ts no reason for iubllation. We are no 

longer in what business men cal I a .. can do11 posture where an employee assures his boss that 

he can meet any challenge that is set. We can try. We must try, but there are no guarantees. 

Many problems cannot now be resolved, and most solutions create unanticipated problems. 

The social sciences now talk of 11 tradeoffsu which describe the costs which accompany any 

po litical and technical program we undertake. Change coal for oil and you may melt the ice 

cap. Use nuclear fuel instead of oil and coal and you risk radioactive contamination. 

Continue to use oil and the world will run out of energy. 

- Doesn't it bother you that there wil I never be a time when everyone will sit securely 

and none shal I make him afraid? 

Not really. It would bother me more if there were no tasks to accomplish. 

The original hope was of a time of peace without end when the gods would bring 

paradise to earth or man into paradise. For centuries we prayed for the coming of a Messiah, 

a scion of the House of David who, supported by God, would free Jen,.alem from foreign 

domination and bring peace, freedom, and iustlce Into our world. The Messianic dremn was 

an understandable hope in an qae which had no reason to believe that man could, In fact, 

cha g history. A better world required God, therefore the Intensity of the hope Invested In 

h M ssiah, but the Messiah never came. 

As cience and industry began to Increase man's sense of his power to transfonn his 
J 

1 uation, a cularized version of the Me iah-hope emerged. Man was In cha,ge of change, 

nd en as a long prog~ from the cave to clvfllzatlon. The golr~ was rough at 

and xhausting, but movement was generally upward, and IOfM day humanity would 

ach h top and find th re a grassy meadow, level and smooth, paradise, the Mealanlc Age. 

, 

It didn't happen that W"f • Th more we cltmbed, the further the top receded. We began 
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to realize there is no top. There is only the climb. The Messianic Age is a compelling Idea, 

but an idea we mustn't take too literally. 

- What's le~? 

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

of grain per acre, find new sources of power and lengthen th, life span. There are new things -
under the sun. We cannot destroy the animal in us but we can refine our spirits, discipline 

our emotions, and develop our minds. With love, practice and wisdom we can, and do, grow. 
I 

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

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

Let me tell you a tale by Israel's premier folklorlst, S. Y. Agnon. A farmer herded 

goats. An old buck developed the habit of wandering off. Whenever he returned his coat was 

glossy and he looked younger. The goat's wanderings fascinated the fanner and one day he 

told his son to trail tf-e animal. The boy followed the gQQt across the valley, up a mountain 

slope, deep into a cave, and through a narrow slit in the cave's wall and into Paradise. Wlile 

the goat grazed in these idyl lie surroundings the boy looked about. He was dazzled and re­

solved to return home and bring back his father. Why farm when Paradise is within a day's 

walk? He returned to the slit in the rock but the Assure was constructed in such a way, that 

h could not wriggle through. So he wrote a note describing his find and Instructing his father 

to follow the goat. He tied it to the animal's hom, confldent that as before the animal would 

turn to the flock. It did, but when the far1uer saw the goat '9fumlng alone he cuned It as 

a devil and killed it with a singl blow. Only then he noticed the not tied to Its hom. 

Paradt I not for the Ilk of us. Can you guarantee yourself against llln or sudden 

accident or th uncertain polltl of th world? Can you guarantee family relatlonshlp1 against 

ress and paration? There I riff a pol In our 11 when we can ICI)': "I have It made 

What I of 

- --·-----
- ~ ·--- -
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of peace without end. There will never be an age without social and political problems. Our 

children and their children will know unexpected tragedy and face the contradictions of their 

natureso We are mortal, there will be death. We are fragile, there will be illness. We are 

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

others more. Some wi II want, others wi II take. The world wil I never be endlessly calm and 

secure. Adam and Eve were locked out of Eden. 

- You're not offering me as much as the competition. Marxism is full of hope; they 

insist that there are iron laws to history and that the dictatorship of the proletariat is inevitable 

as is the fa lling away of the coercive nature of government. 

I can't offer you what I don't believe in. Marxism's simple-minded Messianism is its 

major appeal . The problem is that after the Czar you end up with Stalin. I think it was 

George Bernard Shaw who said that revolution never I ightens the burden of tyranny, it merely 

shifts it from one shoulder to another. 

- I'm not sure I agree with you and I know I cbn't want to. Aren't you contributing to 

the mood of ioy lessness you criticize? If you cbn't belleve in a personal Messiah or In a 

Messianic ~e, what cb you believe in? 

I' 11 say it again. I believe that It is possible to live meaningfully and ioyously In a 
I 

world without conclusion . Living itself Is a ioy, particularly If you commit yourself to high 

·d als and grand values . There is ioy, Is there not, In the work we do when that work Is worth 

th doing; in love and in friendship when those we love are open to us; when we give ounelv• 

ov r to xperiences which are gnlflcant to us, which touch our soul end Inspire our deepest 

fi lrngs? Wherever we are, whatever be our condition In llfe, It Is poulble, Is It not, to 

p nd our energies u fully and to know that we wlll know a certain satltfactlon from oW labors; 

nd to give oneself over to frl ndshlp and lov , knowing that though thera wlll be quarrels 

nd anger ther wll I be mome of Intimacy and happl • I bell • 

It I good to be on th way, part of 
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betterment. Like the children of Israel in the wilderness, I believe none of us wil I ever reach 

the Promised Land, but I know that there is ioy in being with those who are trying and who care. 

There is work worth doing, challenges worthy of us, and there can be delicious moments 

along the way. Whenever we do something for another selflessly; involve ourselves with some 

social undertaking that is not self-serving; give of ourselves in a moment of need; align ourselves 

with a useful cause; at that moment we are on the Messianic iourney moving like our fathers 

toward a Promised Land. 

Some years ago I met a man who had worked for ff Reen years on a research proiect in 

physics. He had not been able to solve the problem~ We talked. I remember saying to him: 

"You must be terribly disappointed." I have never forgotten his answer. "Yes, at times, but 

not as much as I thought I would be. You know, eveiy lead that I pursued will save someone 

else from turning into a dead end. I've helped. I will not win the Nobel Prize, but I have 

helped. Most mornings I enioyed going to the laboratory. There was an excitement to what I 

was doing. I knew it was worth the doing •11 We do not have to succeed to know the ioy of 

moments when we know that the pattern of our Ii fe is good , that we love and are loved, caid that 

we are among those who are building civilization. The Torah tradition lifts up the Joy of 

being on a worthwhile wa, and teaches us through the rellglous life how to sawr the foys of 

he road. 



Chapter 13 

THE PROMISE OF LAND 

The morning paper was full of another General Assembly debate over Jerusalem and the 

West Bank which, as so often, was not a debate on the merits of Israel's policies but a well­

rehearsed diatribe; not unexpectedly, the first question had to do with Zionism. 

- My non-Jewish roommates say religion should have nothing to do with real estate. 

They wonder why Jews are so emotionally tied to a piece of land. 

What did you tell them? 

- That our history began there. 

What did they say? 

- That their history began there, too. 

Actually our past begins in Syria, Abraham's home, not Canaan. Every one of the 

patriarchs spent part of his life outside Canaan, and Moses never set foot on its soll. Israel's 

importance to Jews is religious rather than historical. Zion Is all tied up with the speclal 

messianism of the Jewish tradition; it is the Promised Land. -
- I love the sense of antiquity. 

So do I, but there are many ruins in our world, some far older and grander than any in 

It's not the ruins. David conquered Jerusalem and made It Israel's capltal. The ruins of 

David's city are stil I there, a mass of rubble south of the walls of the Old City. Hardly anyone 

v· it David's walls; yet we are drawn like drones to the Western Wall - a much later structure, 

but on associated with The Temple, God, the promise. 

- What promise? 

R demption. Every element in Judaism's speclal and surprising me■ag,t related redemp­

tion o this plac • The Me iah wlll Nie here. Resurrection wlll take place here. A 10verelgn 
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Israel in its land is the first step in the drama of redemption. 

- You certainly don't take these ideas literally. 

No, but I recognize that they color all Jewish thought and are expressed in every worship 

service, "Rebuild Jerusalem quickly in our day. 11 Israel is in a Jew's soul, and this emphasis 

on place te lls us a good bit about Judaism's attitude toward the future. 

If a religion despairs of this life and focuses on the ioys of the next, its promise will 

not include a Promised land theme. Christ insisted: 11 My Kingdom is not of this world." Gautama 

taught his fol lowers not to put down roots, for those who care about possessions or place wil I 

not achieve Nirvana. But, if your tradition affirms the possibility of a sound society here and 

now, that community has to be located someplace and place becomes a theme of consequence in 

that religion's message. For Israel to become a kingdom of priests and a holy nation, there must 

be a country where schools can be established, synagogues dedicated, fanns ttl led, cities 

established in iustice . 

It is a measure of Judaism's optimism that so many myths center on place. God commanded 

Abraham to go to the land "that I wil I show you. 11 Moses was ordered to lead the slaves to a 

Promised Land. Deutro-lsaiah brought God's promise, promising to make a wa, In the desert 

for those exiled to Babylon along whid, they could return to Jerusalem. Other worldly themes 

were added to Israel 's hope -- promises of immortal lty, resurrection md the World to Come, one 

nice thing about dreams is that they are open-ended -- but Jews never let go of the earthly 

promi and, consequently, despite serious and repeated buff.tings, never despaired of this world. 

To others the world might be a vale of tean or a place of unrewardl..a trlal. Jews neither denied 

h tears nor the trial, but thein was always the confidence that God would redeem and that 

~ d mption would take the fonn of a Zion redeemed In fustlce.• 

- Why doesn't Christianity have a slmllar focus on land In lh teachings? 

Christianity was the creation of men who bellewd that the fmnlll• world WCII mmlng to 
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an end, that the Kingdom of God was at hand and that God's new world would be a different 

kin of placeo The early Christians left the Promised Land for the WIiderness and the Diaspora. 

Their preparations were directed tow,ards the End of the World not the building of God's Kingdom 

here and now o Over the years, Christianity developed myths of places. The Puritans left 

England to find a place where they could build the city on the hill, but these earthbound themes 

developed late and in scattered places, so there was never any agreement on a particular Zion. 

- Promised Land talk sounds iust a bit romantic. I thought the Biblical myth was that 

G od had locked the Gates of Eden so that we would have to move about in the real world. Isn't 

the Promised Land myth simply a proiection of a childish hope to be back in Eden? 

For the Israelites the crossing of the Jordan was not entry into Paradise, but the begin­

ning of centuries of hard work as they attempted to conquer the Promised Land, protect it from 

enemies, enhance its cities, and secure its fertility. There Is nothing in the founding myth 

which promises ease in Zion~ 

The beauty of Zion was often described in enthusiastic tenns, 11 a pleasant land;• "a land 

flowing with milk and honey." Jeremiah says, "the goodliest heritage of the nation." But Zion 

was not Eden where everything one needs is available for the asking. Zion Is subiect to drought, 

locusts and invasion, al I the natural and international catastrophes which can afflict a country. 

It took a li fetime of wandering for the lsraelttes iust to reach the Promised Land and three more 

centuries of struggle to subdue and overcome the Canaanites and the Phlltstlnes. The land Is a 

hard and unyielding place; home, but not a fairy land: cultlvable, but not magically fertlle. 

-This week you've talked a lot about the contradiction within human penonaltty and the 

fact that most problems have no solutions. I buy that. But the Pn,mlwf Land thesis suggests that 

our wanderings do end. 

Not quit • When the ~,..ring ends, naw NSpOt-.lbllltl• begin. The Ptomlsed Land 

did not belong to I I by I right. Jaws head not been the orlglnal ..ttlen. The land was 

• God head DIIIIIIIIIINI I ........ and his d•cencfanfl. 
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If they proved irresponsible tenants, God might some day decide to take It back from them. 

Indeed, early in our history, Israel was twioe driven off the land, first by the Babylonians and 
I 

then the Romans; and the prophets told their people that defeat and exile were the result of the 

nation1s faithlessness to the covenant. Sovereignty is never unconditional. The struggle goes 

The national home was looked upon as private property, God's: "The land is Mine" 

(Lev. 25:23) o God chose Israel to live there, to farm it and secure its cities. The tribes paid 

God rent in the form of tithes. God's Word, the Torah, provided His tenants careful and detailed 

instructions as to the rules of cultivation, conservation, and community organization. The lca,d 

was to lie fallow each seventh year. Trees were not to be cut down for the battering rams and 

scaling ladders required to besiege an enemy town. No field was to be planted with mixed 

seeds. Each city was to organize a system of cx,urts and provide welfare support to Its poor. The 
I 

Torah required that boundary stones were to be raised and res1M,cted; but these established 

only conditional tit I e. God had al lotted the land among the Twelve T rlbes and each Jubilee 

Year, every fiftieth year, the land was to revert to its orlgl nal assignee. Those who sought to 

enlarge their holdings violated the spirit of God's homestead program, "Woe unto them who 

add field to field •11 Monopolists were punished, not only for the common sin of greed, but for 

he covenant sin of disobedience. Violation of the tenns of the covenant, translate lnclfference 

to the responsibllities of social iustlce, would cancel the lease. 

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

For the Zionists of our times pioneering In the Ylshw was not simply a bac:k--brealdng 

ffort, and physlcal labor was only part of the challenge. Thay knew that Zion 11 to be bullt In 

iustice. Theodor Herzl's utopian novel, The Old-New Land, d11erlbes a model toclety, cle111--

I and free, based on a culture of the highest order. 

- I nt a y at the Hebrew lMlvenlty. I 1C1W n,cky land trarwb111ed Into green flelda, 
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unwanted Jews welcomed into citizenship, the piety and mysticism of The Wall; but I felt 

Israel's psychological impact particularly in tenns of my Jewish identity. I've never quite been 
) 

able to put it into words. It had something to do with there being a Jewish State. Ambassadors 

and matters of high policy. It had something to do with being tied to Jews who had roots. 

The settled, not nomads, bui Id civi Ii zation. The Hebrews were among the landless of 

the world and the overlooked. The Israelites were of the land and so able to butld a conse­

quential record. Land is not only the most precious of possessions but, psychologically, perhaps 

the most necessary. The wanderer leaves no mark of his passing. The farmer plants trees for his 

grandchildren, and the city dweller builds libraries and museums,for his. 

- I've been to The Wall and worked on a kibbutz • And I appreciate that return to the 

land has meant an end to living on somebody else's turf and tolerance; what I don't understand 

is why the world seems not to understand. I was shocked out of my skin when a friend found I 

was a Zionist and said almost carelessly, 'I never ~ht of you as a racist.' 

He had picked up a scrap of the big lie which the Arab and Soviet blocs repeat end­

lessly and have even managed to dress up as offf clal wisdom through their automatic maforitl• 

at the United Nations. When, in 1971, the General Assembly of the United Nations passed a 
I , 

resolution condemning Zionism "as a form of racism and of racial discrimination," the wte was 

condemned as outrageous by the United States govenvnent; and outN1geous It was, a tribute to 

the power of oi I; to old-fashioned antl-semltlsm; to knee-Jerking antl-Arnerl can Ism; and to 

·gnorance. Repeat an idea often enough and It gains currency. 

- How do you define Zionism? 

- Zionism Is a liberation movement focuNd on the renawal of the Promised Land• a 

national home for the Jewish peopl • 
, 

- L beratlon movem 

Jewl I Imel. 
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reiect the image of life as a hapless burden, with all blessings reserved for some life to come~ 

On Passover we end the Seder with the hope: 11next year in Jerusalem •11 Jews sanctify this 

connection of land and covenant, not simply out of dogged piety, but because it has always 

expressed our understanding of redemption. Redemption is possible in the here and now as wel I 

as in the World to Come. 

God's initial summons to a Jew, to Abraham, required him to leave Ur of the Chaldees 

for a new land; Abraham was told simply: 11Go to the land that I will show you, and be a bless­
\ 

ing o 
II Once ~raham had settled in that land, Canaan, God made a covenant with him. In 

return for his pledge of obedience God promised '1>raham that this land "wil I be yours, and your 

seed forever." 

Later, at the Burning Bush, God placed two obllgations upon ~, to bring the 

children of Israel out of Egypt and to lead the tribes to the Promised Land. When the tribes of 

Israel affinned God's Word at Sinai, th~ accepted the bonds of a covenant relatlonshlp 

inextricably bound up with the land. God warned: "If you ggree and give heed, you will eat 

the good things of the earth; but, if you refuse and disobey, you wlll be devoured by the sword." 

Biblical prophecy is best explained as an interpretation of Jewish history which elaborates a 

single insight: that the fate of the nation 11 not detennlned by ordinary considerations of polltlcal 

power, but by the qual tty of national obedience to the cownant regulations. The prophets 

·nt rpreted the succ Ive dtaftR'lran which befell Israel and Judah as God's doing, results of the 

nation's ins . Land 

m nts and, 

cont on 

•--ntlal Ccngory In the cownant11 1 calculus of rewards and punish­

nee of a J llh St or Its •••nee 11 a meatUre of Israel's cloaeneu 

f 

their 11111, this people, aCCUlfonled to oownant 

...-ntant and~. 

ch lmpll• both conli ltlon 

... UI OINIQIIIII and that 
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galut, both physical displacement and a state of alienation from God. To travel to the Holy 

Land is aliyah, a going up; and to leave the land is yeridah, a going cbwn. Jews felt closer 

to God in the land than any place else o 

- That's irrational. 

That's the power of myth. 

- If the Jew prayed every day for a Jewish State, why didn't Jews before Herzl do 

something about it? 

In the Biblical view, state building was God's work. The prophets' Zionism consisted 

of a preaching mission summoning Jews to repentance and righteousness. God would reward a 

repentant Israel with land, security and peace. Traditional messianism remained, by and large 

as it began, pious and politically passive. 

- I don't I ike to think of Jews as passive • 

They weren't alwayso Chanukah celebrates a successful struggle for sovereignty and 

Masada an unsuccessful one. Israel's passivity was part pl.ty and part cold calculation. Generally 

the simple truth was that there was nothing else a few Jews could do. 

So, they prayed and obeyed God's lnstNctlons. During every centuay since the destruc­

tion of the Temple in the first centuay, the pious went up to Jerusalem to offer prayen In the 

Holy City asking God to hasten Israel's return to Zion, for redemption. The mecleval Avalel 

Zion, or Mourners for Zion, belleved that by offerl~ dewtlon near the Temple Alount and barl~ 

their misery they would move God to speed the comlr~ of the M1■lah. Children os a people 

innured to pol itical Impotence, whose faith, ■bllcal faith, l111111re1d that God we11 In full control 

of history, it did not occur to th m that th.y ml ht hcaten Zion' redemption by buying and 

cultivating land and 019 lzlng a ftft1~1'!111111MII'• 

M>dem Zlonl aet111111e1 lrret1N11DU1 b1aw It Insisted that 

prayers were not - h. T 'I £N-■ .... -•av .. _... nM■ Jew1 who 

the modem t of act I ,..,.. the 



251 

physical basis of the nation's rebirth. Modern political Zionism, like the social gospel of 

contemporary Christianity, represents a vision of man as partner with God in the work of 

creation. 

During that 1977 General la embly debate, an Arab diplomat, Abd-al lah al-Sayegh, 

informed the world body that Arabs have no quarrel with Judaism. Arabs, he said, applaud 

Judaism, but Zionism is a bastardization of that tradition. His proof? The existence of oppo­

sition to Zionism among Jews. Al-Sayegh claimed that the Zionism as Racism resolution simply 

repeated what nJewish intellectuals" had said. Al-Sayegh spoke with a forked tongue, but he 
i. 

was right to this extent: during the nineteenth century significant numbers of orthodox Jews, 

still caught up in the medieval hope that God would bring the Messiah and recreate the Jewish 

State on His own, in His time, opposed practical Zionism. Such pious folk looked on practical 

programs of renewal of Palestine as either blasphemous or pointless. It was blasphemy to force 

an end to the Exile since such activity suggested that Israel no longer hvsted God; and, since 

such blasphemy was a sin, whatever the pioneers accompltshed would only delay the long-awaited 

redemption. 

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

It hasn 1t been fo r a long time. As the possiblllty of establishlng a national home by 

political means emerged as a reallstlc posslbl llty, the va1t malorlty of tradltlonal Jews Joined 

h Zionist movement . Nor did they have to abandon fundarnental doctrine In order to do so. 

A theological rationale ~ rovlded, by men llke Yehudah Alkalal and Zvl Hinch Kallscher, 

nan teenth century orthodox rabbi f1om Emtem Eu.ope, who C119ued that Jews have never e,cpected 

God's forgiven without dence of teshuvah on our pads. Repentance 11 an active polfuN. 

It mpli s changing t bad of our llves. The lnltlatlw muat be oun. Lat our people show 

initiative and go to 

God wlll 

ni ng by making It cu 
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- That's interesting. I had thought most opposition to Zionism came from assimilated 

Jews~ 

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

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

iudgments, but their position must at least be understood. 

Many of the newly enfranchised Jews of the West half believed that the Messianic times 

were at hand. The once-excluded were now citizens. Isaac Ma-fer Wise, the energetic 

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

century civi Ii zation began; 11 11 In a matter of a few years universal peace wi 11 reign;" "The old 

barriers between people are coming down. 11 I do not pick out Isaac Mayer Wise to pillory or 

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

themselves in a world ful I of dazzling freedoms and pQssibilities, sensed the vastness of the 

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

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

progressive attitudes to cooperate, not separate. They could not Imagine Jews leaving the 

golden streets of New York or Chicago for the bcnren wast• of a backwater province of the 

Turkish empire. They believed in a univenal brotherhood of men of good wl' I. All nationallsms 

eemed anachronistic . Why erect fences? Wry take Jews out of that community? They had 

iust escaped from a state of their own, the ghetto. Why create a new Jewish State? 
' 

Zionism grew among those Jews who valued the partlcularlty of Jewish llfe, whose piety 

w not passive and whose pollttcal I ment not sanguine. The bou19eol1 Jew of the Wat 

acf his history a Me lanlc dran,a. 

mancipated th J un r N 

laea of the tNIIICII and American Rewlutlons would 

lobe. Zion INd the nineteenth centusy • fUlt 

DIQIII•• DINt... The prlnclpalltl of G•nnany had 
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Congress of Vienna. In the universities new and exciting ideas were taught, Including, in some 
J 

places, new theories of anti-semitism based upon pseudo-scientltlc theories of race. Political 

anti-semitism diminished in some places and grew in others. By the end of the century, Vienna, 

perhaps the most cultured city c:J the age, was governed by a council dominated by The Anti­

Semitic Party, and which had only one plank in its platfonn, 11 to deprive the Jews of control of 

the city." Rightist parties throughout Europe popularized the theme that Jewish attitudes 

popularized by Jewish writers and artists introduced cosmopolitan ideas which would subvert the 

native purity and idealism of Germany or Austria or Poland or France. Zionists saw, not less 

hate, but more. According to their analysis, the European Jew was in a Catch-22 situation: If 

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

eliminate competition; if he failed to Westernize and remained an outcast, he was vllified as 

alien, a fossi I, an anachronism. 

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

I keep telling you religion is powerful stuff. 

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

ntered the Messianic Age. 

Zionism is a program for action in an unredeemed world. Theodor Herzl was sent to 

Pari , th cradle of liberty, by an Austro-Hungarlan newspaper to cover that capltal's theatre. 

ignment happened to coincide with the Dreyfus Trlal. The Jew, Dreyfus, an army captain, 

w convicted of hwason on tMnped-up charg manufactured by a powerful mllltcny cllque, 

r to find a scCIDl!ta04:ff for their own Incompetence. This lhow trfal was to pnwe that France's 

at by Prvssia in the 1870 war was not 

h blatant mi carriag of I 

do the Ch 

ti-Chn • T n 

nom had I I 

by 

G111.y~, fault but the Jews'. Herzl was shocked by 

the ..... - the arch ... ,,,, and 
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He came to feel that Jewish life would be crippled as long as it depended on Europe's diseased 

political environment. Jews had to have a home of their own because Europe would never 
I 

provide them security. Herzl did not foresee Mein Kampf or Dachau; but he and his fellow 

Zionists attacked the naivete of those Jews who ,believed that it was the dawn of a Messianic 

time. Herzl urged Jews to act: "1People can be helped only by its own efforts, and if ft cannot 

help itself it is beyond succor." The action required was to build a state. 

- I'm not much for nationalism. People should be loyal to humanity, not governments. 

Perhaps that wi 11 happen when the Messiah comes. Unti I then loyaltles wil I be directed 

to the groups of which we feel a part. Statehood is not an end, but it's an important step 

beyond root I essness. 

There are religions and religions, and states and states. The Jewish vision of state, Zion, 

is heavily value laden. For Jews, state is an ethical as well as a political term. 

When the Zionists looked at the Jews of the ghettos and of Eastern Europe, they SaN In 

the Pale of Settlement what sensitive observen have recently taught us to see In the ghettos of 

American cities: men and women brutalized by a CNel and impqverlshed environment and by 

experiences which have rendered them nearly incapable of fulfllllng their potentlal as human 

beings. Europe's diseased and racist polltical environment had taken Its toll of the Jews. Many 

Westem Jews were so uncertain of their roots and place that all they wanted was to put Jewish­

" behind and were tilled with that most corrosive of poisons, self hate. The Zionists did not 

try to hide the unfortunate characteristics of the huddled mt111•. Y •, mcny Jews were far too 

hr wd; and many of them w re idle, never having been able to eam a llvlng; many of them 

crang d when a muzik walked by; and there was much In their home and civic llfe which was 

t pretty. Zionism was a program for the rehabllltatlon and •lrltual renewal for the Jew: 

Hebr w ·nstead of Ylddl~ Ill with the hoe and spade a well a1 the pen, new n,le models, the 

Maccabees and th Blbllcal soldl n and fann to complement that of a scholar bent over his 

book • Untl I the S cond World W most of the mqnay rafted by the Zionist movement waa tpent 
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in Europe, not in Palestine. It was spent to purchase fanns where young Jews could learn the 

ski I ls of a modem society, to establish community centers where young Jews could express the 

Jewish spirit in a modem context. The Zionists saw the Jew as he was and the Jew as he might 

be. Jewish life had to be strengthened in Israel and out: nzionism is a return to the Jewish fold 

even before it becomes a return to the Jewish land. 11 

Statehood was critical because, until the Jew had a place he could call his own, a 

national home where he would alway$ be welcome, where his spirit could unfold naturally, his 

spirit would remain to some degree constrained and his political situation precarious. Every 

program of human renewal espoused by thoughtful men of the age.was espoused by one or ca,other 

Zionist for the renewal of the Jewish nation. Tolstoy told his Russians to go back to the land and, 

with honest labor, sweat the com,ption of the city out of their souls. Zionists like A. D. Gordon 

said to the Jew: "Labor is our cure. Centuries ago you were driven off the IC11d. Ufe in the 

crowded cities has com,pted the Jewish soul. Let us go bade to the land. Work with our hands. 

The poisons of the ghetto wil I be leached out of our bodies by our daily labors under the sun. 

You wi 11 find your back straightening, your mind clearing •11 Soclallst Zionists suggested 

programs to end all class divisions. Ben Zvl, Borochov and others wrote of true community, of 

an end to privilege, of the socialism of the kibbutz, of sharing labor and benefits. 

- What's Jewish in al I this? nsltlzed by outside Influences, th- thlnke11 looked for 

flexes of Tolstoy or Marx In Torah and, CII legions of commentalon befont them, found under= 

ground streams whose waters they brought to the surface. Mam, ■bllcal flgure1 had wotked the 

land. • • Why not read, by the eat of your blGW I you lnacl, • • a bl 

conomic and soclal 

It was at 

Torah. 

• 

WNlthy and cor.d1mned all 
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Though secular learning had replaced medieval scholastlcism and superstition in much of 

Europe, Judaism was still deeply enmeshed in Kaballah and the superstitious web of medieval 

lifeo A Zionist writer like Ahad Ha-Am looked upon the rebuilding of the national home as an 

opportunity to create modem cultural and academic institutions which would reshape and unlock 

the spiritual energies of an historically creative people. For many Zionists like him, one of 

Zionism 's maior goals was to build tla great cultural institution in Palestine, attracting to itself 

a large number of gifled Jewish scholars working in a Jewish atmosphere, free from repression 

and not unduly subiect to extraneous influences, becoming a source of new inspiration to the 

Jewish people as a whole and bringing about a true revival of Judaism and Jewish culture" - a 

Hebrew University ~ 

- I'm puzzled~ We've talked a good bit about the abillty of the Torah tradition to 

provide the ideas and hopes around which Jews could, and did, shape a healthy community and 

a life which was human and humane. Now you're describing social F'(lthology. Is Judaism 

enlivening or not? 

The human being and the societies he creates are remarkably resillent, but not lnflnltely 

so. The historic communities of Spain and Portugal were eliminated at the end of the Rfteenth 

century. Eastern European Jewry never recovered from the Cossack massacres In the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries. These were the years In which the ghetto was ofRclally created In 

Italy, when the Roman Church, reellng fl'Onl the Pn:>testant heresy, tumed on the Jew as source 

of that heresy, and when Protestants llke Luther turned on the Jew because they were trapped by 

Christianity's t raditions of contempt. It was an age when more was belt11 asked of Torah than 

ny religion can pn:,vfde. 

- I thought that ZI 

z·onism w created to .... ..., 

to en large D0111blllt 

a Nfua pn,bl•. You're saylrv that 

and ,..._ Its lr.dltutlons, and 

• 



Herzl lived a half century before Hitler, at a time when immigration to America was 

possible. Ellis Island was open. .America spelt opportunity, but no one could be certain that 

Europe might not infect America. Besides, Judaism in America would remai'l a Diaspora tradi­

tion. 

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

It was. 

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

pered, Zionism was mistrusted and misunderstood. He was wrong when he implied that there is 

today any maior division of feeling among Jews over Zionism. Beginning when Great Britain 

closed the doors to Palestine in the 1930's and ending when the Allied armies opened the gates 

of the death camps in 1945, a series of incredibly bitter lessens transfonnecf nearly all Jews 

into Zionists. Herzl's analysis made in the 18901s proved out tragically in the 1930's and 40's. 

World War II taught Jews two unforgettable lessons. First, not to depend on good wtll. Great 

Britain had closed the doors to Palestine precisely when Jews most desperately needed to Rnd a 

haven. The United States had not opened its doon during the decade when Hitler's refugees 

needed a place of refuge. Second, that anti-semitlsm had the power to tum ordlna.y people 

into efficient butchers of Jews. I cannot put out of mind Hannah Arendt's phrase d•crlbl~ the 

activity of Eichmann, "the banality of evil." These two lessons, hard-learned by many Jews, 

turned al I who cared about Judaism Into Zionists committed to the renewal of the Jewish 

er ative spirit, to the intensification of Jewish llfe, to Jewish leamlng and pn,grams of Identity, 

and to the survival of Jewish people. 

- I lived for several months In Israel and Zionism Is for me, all that you haw said and a 

much needed proof of what ts posstble In our world. If our people, the cCllloutl of Eun,pe, could 

ake an unwan ed place and tum It green and butld on It a gnaceful clvfllzatlon, then what was 

not possible for th world glv n wlll and detennlnatlon? 

budget? 
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There have been four invasions of the State, endless terrorism, and a stated Arab pollcy 

to blot Israel off the map. Israel's life has not been easy, and energies and resources have had to 

be diverted to defense; yet, few other nations have so transfonned their environment. Israel's 

social services are studied by other nations as useful and successful models. Culturally, Israel 

is a maior power. Almost al I are refugees, but there are no refugees. The achievement remains 

compel ling. 



Chapter 14 

WHAT SHOULD I DO? 

It had been a rainy Monday~ The TV had been on and a few had been watching a soap 

opera which, as it turned out, provided the peg for our conversation. The screenhad showed a 

father returning home aft-er a visit to his daughters in San Francisco and saying to a friend, 

11 Either the whole world is crazy or I am. 11 

- The line's an old war horse. 

- My father oft-en feels that way.. His version is: 11 No one seems to know what's right 

anymore.n 

I'd heard that phrase before when an anxious and obviously bewildered lady came to see 

me. Her son had been berating her because she regularly contributed to the United Way and 

other charities that she considered worthwhile. He Insisted that private welfare programs were 

bandaids that simply covered over festering social Ills; that America needed radical poltttcal 

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

Her daughter had been home for a visit that had proved to be dtfflcult. She was ltvh~ 

with another graduate student. They had a wonderful relatlonshtp, or so she told her mother; but 

they were not about to be married. Mani age would sully the purity of their love. What they had 

now was genuine; what they would have If they married would be something less. 

A~er sixteen years of maniage her brother and sister-In-law had Ried for dtwrce. They 

w re the best of friends and Intended to remain so, but her btdher had told her both of them 

ne ded a fresh start and, Ince they weren't gettl~ any younger, the IOOMr the better. 

The night before ca,11e to my ofRce h• husband had come home and told her to pack 

their bags. They were going to talc a long tlfp. He WCII sick to dedh of the ha11le wl"1 

clients, go~ .. PUIIIAnt WWII .. , ca,d 1a1u-. ~--n•not•• 5oMone el• could take owr the bull • 

What v r they could of t, It. He wm,IIMd to aaunnv whl • he could stlll 
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enioy the trip. Perhaps they would end up living in California. She paused. She seemed 

whipped. "I iust don't know what's right any more. 11 

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

Shared values are as important to a family as love. Without some basic agreement on 
I ' 

goals and standards, there can't be community. 

- You're talking regimentation. 

There's a world of difference between a voluntary consensus, what the eighteenth century 

called a social compact, and arbitrarily imposed standards. 

- My parents are fairly sensible, yet, we have knock-cbwn-drag-outs on iust this 

kind of question. I believe in living each day. They fought my dropping out of school on 

the grounds that I ought to get my professional degree first. I said I'd get it, but I didn't want 

to spend my youth in school. I talked about today. They talked about the future. 

When I listen to the generations struggling to acfiust to the structural changes which 

have taken place in family life and the social order, I find myself an audience to some real 

ger between people who love each other, each of whom believes he Is acting wisely and with 

his own and the other's best interest in mind. 

A few months ago an elderly woman came~ me with a bitter complalnt about her 

daughter and son-in-law. They were insisting that she move Into an old folks' home. She had 

been raised in the era of the extended family when ageing parents llwd In the famlly home and 

only the impoverished or unwanted were instltutlonaltzed, IO she felt betrayed and abandoned: 

"Don't my children know the Ten Commandments: 'honor your fathet· and your moth•'? 

How can they do this to me;, A few days later her chllchn we.w In my ofRce. Both of them 

ork d, and they could not afford a full➔I a math• who .,_. 

• 

will not be alo • 



261 

from a granddaughter at college. She was angry and upset with her parents. "How could they 

put grandmother in a home? Don't they know that institutions dehumanize, that grandmother 

wi 11 become a chart and diminish as a person? How could they do this to such a wonderful 

woman? 11 

We talked about this specific case for a while and agreed that analyzing complicated 

ethical questions and clearly evaluating motives and co~sequences is a painful and difficult 

process and one which requires a good deal of honesty; I guess that's why many simply shout: 

'I'm right,' and shout down anyone who questions their motives or actions. 

- I'm not convi need that ethical decisions need to envolve such heavy going. Most of 

the time I know what's right. I feel it in my guts. 

- Don't delude yourself. The little red flags in our conscience are put there by our 

culture. I have a Muslim friend who feels guilty whenever he takes a drink and an Indian 

friend who suffers whenever he eats meat. You can't trust your gut reaction. 

Many have a convenient conscience. Perhaps that's why Judaism insists that we trust 

God's commandments, Torah, not conscience. 

-You' ve criticized arbitrary standcrds. l'Jow you're approving them, How come? 

Ethical standards must be grounded in some nor,natlw system. Any measurement 

equires at least two fixed points. I agree with Emil BNnner's observation: 11 Could we possibly 

conceive that the ethic of Budcfalsm or of Brahmaism, with Its world dental tendency, should not 

b wholly different from the system of morality which haa gtown up In China, with lb emphasis 

on ancestor worship • • • To try to dlMiiV. an 'original moral common tone' behind these In-

fluences of the varlo rellgl I Imply a wlld gooN chCN. 

Torah ethl 

analysis d th val of 

must be a C rt n .,..r,_. 

c rtain bbe 

CIINtne■ of each situation, the n11d for caae~.-.cca• 

Dl'Cl&1111Cl'IC ...... _, of na111 but It allO Insists that theN 

....... Gec.-C•• !!!!!!!!! -r that, when a 

---IIIIY _, .. 1, -NIH- ed him lo fonnulate 
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a new constitution for their city. He presented them a copy of the Ten Commandments. 

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

God provided man with the basic rule of holiness around which civllization has formed. Clear 

words were spoken about appropriate actions. The Torah shows me the direction in which my 

thinking must go. The abuse of wetback labor is evil. Why? "You shall neither wrong nor 

oppress a stranger for you were strangers in the land of Egypt •11 I cannot sit quietly in my home 

when someone outside calls for help. Why? "You shall not stand idly by the blood of a neigh­

bor." When I was foreman of our local Grand Jury I had to be careful of cultural attitudes 

which are class-determined. Why? 11You shall do no unrighteousness in iudgment. You shall 

not respect the person of the poor or favor the person of the powerful." I hear many things in 

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

Why? "You shal I not go up and down as a tale bearer cwnong your people." The Torah is a 

collection of instructions which, taken tQgether, contribute a nlle of llfe, a way.which, so 

the Torah tradition affirms, if followed faithfully leads to the well-being of the indJvidual, the 

community and the society. 

- What about the Torah rules you do not accept - burning witches, stoni~ adulterers, 

x-differentiated roles. How can a Torah which includes unacceptable lnstn,ctlons provide 

andards? 

I've also talked about the long tradition of Interpretation through which the Torah has 

b n made to provtd Instruction appropriate to aach day. When I-, Torah, I mean the whole 

• v r, Torah and Torah commentary, not Imply the bare text. The rabbis honored anachronlstl c 

at m nts by il'Vffl .. ntfon or lntetpret Ion. Capltal punish nt WCII effectlwly abolished by 

1udicial pro • lte,y COftl'lallllllMI~, but adul~--- w not stoned. 

- The Torah say 

It' not rul of ..vllM'lllfl• 

' i fe for 11 , ., for 

You-• 

for 

I, 

• 

• '!lilllllaly, 111" 't affirm the noblllty of Nwnge? 

a NI ~ --• m1UW be canne to the hurt. 

• 
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No, but I might call my lawyer. Tl-e Biblical rule uses primitive tenn5r the Talmud 

made the point explicitly: 11 An eye for an eye is a principle in cases envolving monetary damage. n 

It was important to limit damages and to preclude blood feuds, and to teach that, once damages 

have been paid, the issue is closed. 

- Wasn't a bastard ostracized under rabbinic law as if he were an Indian untouchable? 

That's overstating it. Children born out of an adulterous liaison suffered certain status 

disabilities and were limited as to whom they could many. It was not what any of us would call 

a humane rule, but the sages apparently thought they were protecting the sanctity of maniage. 

The bastard was a warning to others. The reality of inherited guilt was fairly evident. The 

son of a slave was a slave. We think they went about it in the wrong way, but their way was 

not immoral or insensitive for their time. Quite the contrary, they felt it to be a socially 

beneficial rule. 

The problem is rarely with Torah, but with our tendenc;y to see a particular n,le as 

fixed for al I times. I am as concerned with Kiddushim, the sanctity of maniage, as any 

Talmudic master, but I must seek to strengthen marriage in ways consonant with my times. 

- In Confinnation class we were told to imagine situations in which each of the Ten 

Commandments could and should be broken. I remember writing that I would kill to protect my 

family from a psychopath and that, had I been a Jew in Nazi Europe, I would have stolen 

w at ver I needed to survive. I think now I would feel that the spouse of a permanently lnstl­

tur onal i zed mate who cou Id not bear to divorce a loved one could be encouraged to have an­

oth r ~ lationsh1p. 

It's a case of the exception proving the rule. The 1Vle remains an app10prfate Ideal. 

- In my synagogue the tablets of the law are displayed above the ark. They're supposed 

o b tch din tone. The symbol suggests that these n,les are rock solid. How ce11 the synagogue 

h· symbol if there are exceptions? 

Judai m n v r looked on Torah as a boiler plate, a set of Instructions that you thumbed 
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through til you found the right one. Torah provided instruction. Talmud Torah suggests how 

text might relate to life and the obi igation to imitate God's moral nature provided an ethical 

dynamic which transcended the whole Torah process. Talmudic law held that, in the case of 

gross negligence on the part of laborers, they are obliged to pay damages. A Talmudic sage 

hired some workers who carelessly broke some wine casks. The sage demanded damages. The 

iudge awarded damages. Then the workers appealed to the iudge's leniency on the grounds that 

they were poor men who worked hard and had families to feed. The iudge remitted the award and 

ordered the sage to pay their wages. The sage asked the iudge: 'Is this the law?' And the answer 

he got was "Yes, is it not written, 'and the ways of the poor shal I be preserved'? 11 The text was 

never the final answer. 

- If Torah represents a set of goals and we agree on these goals, why do rabbis come 

down on opposite sides of issues like autopsies and abortion? 

Rabbis live in different environments, and many of us are conditioned by different 

aspects of our fractured culture. Not only that, but we see different problems. Take the issue 

of pulling the plug on the brain dead. Some see the issue as the sanctity of life problem. 

Others that it is a quality of life issue. And both groups feel they are obeying God's command, 

11 Choose Ii f e • 11 

Over several years a favorite subiect mound our dimer table was President Carter's 

human rights campaign. Should we withhold aid and, pemapl, even recognition, fiom any 

country which didn't guarant e full and equal rights to all Its citizens. Carter might easily 

hav quoted Torah in support of hi policy: "Pt0elalm fr URIV the land, unto all the In-

habitants thereof." The dignity of evesy ecuthll 11 fur.cbnental Torah, but I found rnys,tlf 

gesting that, in m y countrl , partlcularly In Africa cmd Latin America, American-style 

d mocracy w Im ctlcal. 11re.-auar1rera of aaaulallOII be llll•11a1w1 .. , and 11101t had 

little experl n with ...t'll'\'waft'IIIIAIIW• If IIIIDIIIN _.._ .... NIINIIIII 111 .. w.• powrful 

uthoritarlan ·~-- at u.w ... •mer ta1ea ........ --- 11111 ... 1. To the human 
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rights mandate indiscriminately, as the Carter administration tried to do in places llke Angola 

and Nicaragua, did not guarantee a freer or iuster society in the countries concerned; in fact, 

the resu It might be quite the opposite • . 

- The camp doctor offered his experience; I found myself making the opposite decision 
• 

in two almost identical situations. In both cases a patient had a fatal illness. The first 

patient was a man in his middle years. As I looked him over, he looked up and said: "Doc, I 

feel better now and I know that I am going to be well." Actually, he had only a few weeks to 

live; yet, here he was, talking about health and going back to work~ A lot of thoughts raced 

through my mind before I came to a decision: 11 No, you're not. u He cried. I explained. We 

talked. Why had I spoken so openly? This man had a wife and children, a business. He had 

been suddenly stricken. If he avoided the decisions which needed to be made they would not 

be made and with unhappy consequences for the people who depended on him. He had to con­

front his situation, however painful the thought. 

In another room on the same floor, I visited an older woman, also ti I with cancer and 

with a limited time to live. She spoke to me hopefully: "I'm beginning to feel a bit better. 

All this will soon be behind me and I'll be well." I was comforting and solicitous. I made no 

attempt to disabuse her. No one depended on her. There were no decisions that she had to 

make except to organize her last days as she wished. 

- Oft-en it's necessary to eschew compn,mlse In order to remind a society of Its real 

purposes. 

There's a n d for prophets and a n d for ffactlv bureauc.als. Some must make society 

aware of th inhumanity of poverty, and some must 019anl ze and staff ffedlw pn,gra.1• of 

social welfare. 

to our sltuat on. A g 

tiated rol • today 
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rights mandate indiscriminately, as the Carter administration tried to do in places ltke Angola 

and Nicaragua, did not guarantee a freer or iuster society in the countries concerned; in fact, 

the result might be quite the opposite • . 
- The camp doctor offered his experience; I found myself maldng the opposite decision 

' 

in two almost identical situations. In both cases a patient had a fatal illness. The first 

patient was a man in his middle years. As I looked him over, he looked up and said: nooc, I 

fee l better now and I know that I am going to be well." Actually, he had only a few weeks to 

live; yet, here he was, talking about health and going back to work. A lot of thoughts raced 

through my mind before I came to a decision: 11 No, you're not •11 He cried. I explained. We 

talked . Why had I spoken so openly? This man had a wife and children, a business. He had 

been suddenly stricken. If he avoided the decisions which needed to be made they would not 

be made and with unhappy consequences for the people who .nded on him. He had to con­

front his situation, however painful the thought. 

In another room on the same floor, I visited an older woman, also 111 with cancer and 

with a I imited time to I ive. She spoke to me hopefully: "I'm beginning to feel a bit better. 

All this wi ll soon be behind me and I'll be well. 11 I was comforting and solicitous. I made no 

attempt to disabuse her. No one depended on her. There were no decisions that she had to 

m e except to organize her last days as she wished. 

- O ften it's necessary to eschew compromise in order to remind a society of Its real 

purposes. 

There 's a need for prophets and a need for effective bureaucrats. Some must make society 

awar of the inhumanity of poverty, and some must orgC11ize and staff effective progran11 of 

cial w lfa • 

The Torah presents God's standards. We need to apply these sensltlvely and lntelllgently 

ur ituation. A generation ago a husband honored his wife by respecting her sex-dlfferen-

ti d rol ; today she might chafi under that kind of respect. 
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Joseph Fletcher, who taught ethics at various Protestant seminaries, insisted that the best 

way to check our iudgments is to make a rigorous examination of our motives. If I feel that I 

am doing what I am doing out of love, if I feel it is genuine, that's enough. Unselfish motiva­

tion affirms the goodness of an act. Fletcher defines the good as acting out of love. This 

definition may unmask the hypocrite, but I am troubled by it. There are all kinds of love. 

There's a selfless love which is truly giving and there is a selfless love which grows out of a 

pathological need to be a martyr. There is a mother love which sustains and there Is a mother's 

love which smothers. You can love a person to death. There is a love of self which is becoming 

pride and a love of self which is pure arrogance. Love covers anything and everything, any­

thing, at least, that we want it to cover. The Grand Inquisitor sent men to the rack out of his 

love for their immortal souls and felt good about it. His motives were pure. Pure love can 

ki 11. 

- 0 .K. If motives are only part of it, how cb you suggest we think about the right 

and the good? 

By a calculus of consequence rather than a calculus of motivation. I watched the other 

day as a family pleaded with a physician to do all he could to save their mother. She was 

in her eighties, in a deep coma, and her brain scan showed llttle activity. They spoke out of 

love, but heroic measures could only condemn their mother to protracted unconsciousness and 

deny a hospital bed to a patient who might be helped. In my opinion he rlghtly denied their 

pleas. Love blocks iudgment. A basic principle of Talmudlc Judlclal procedure Is that a 

iudge is disqualified from a case involving someone he lov• or hates. 

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

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

Torah into the context of my life. 

- Explain yourself. 
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I'll give you a 'for instance'. A large number of texts command concern for need. 

11 Happy is he who considers the poor. 11 There is also an emphasis in the Torah which assumes 
I 

that the ultimate responsibility for the poor rests with the community. The community is to impose 

a poor tithe and other taxes so that the p<?Or need not beg or depend on someone's charitable 

impulse. To that end long term support {kupah) and emergency relief {tamchley)were communally 

organized . It follows that, as a Jew, I need not support a badly conceived public welfare law; 

but I must recognize that the tradition affirms the basic thesis of the welfare state. As an 

individual, I may be moved to help another, but I must do so without demeaning him and, If 

possible , with an eye1to his speciflc needs. To God and in Torah, the poor is a person of 

dignity created in God's image, not a statistic. 

Since I had begun on this task, I decided to repeat a Talmudic ti lustration contrasting 

Job and Abraham • 

In defending his integrity, Job cited charity among his other vhtues: "Have I eaten my 

morsel alone and not fed the orphan from my plate?" To which God is said to have commented: 

"Well and good, but you fell short by half of Abraham's standard. You ate and let the poor 

come to you. Abraham went out to find the hungry and invited them home. You fed them what­

ever you were serving, Abraham fed them what they requested. 11 

The Torah tradition is rich in such lllustratlons and llsts many 'oughts'; but It does not 

uggest a mechanical duplication of what othen have done or a literal translation In our lives 

of some duty. Torah begins with the Image of our bel created In God's Image. When the 

ages asked why God had done so, they answered: "So that we might make ounelves llke our 

Creator." When the point was pressed and people asked,11how can man act Ilk• God?' They 

nswered, As God is m rclful and gracious to be you.• The Talmud puts It this Wflf: "How 

can man walk aft r God? I God not a consuming flN? What 11 meant 11 that man ought to walk 

a~er God's attrlbut • J God clothes the naked, allendl the sick, comforts the moumen, 

and buri the dead, do you Ilk How do we know TN• en Go.ts ways? God clothed 
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Adam and Eve. He visited Abraham at Ma~re when he was sick. He comforted Isaac after 

his father's death. 

- God also hardened Pharoah's heart and condemned indiscriminately al I who lived at 

the time of Noah. 

The sages didn't take literally the idea that God's every reported notion must be imitated, 

though they had imaginative rationalization for each. The doctrine of lmitatio Dei is no more 

nor less than the setting up of moral standards which demand always more and better of us. 

- Some people talk endlessly about values; but I don't see that their lives are any 

better than mine. 

The search for a useful definition of the good was vigorously pursued in the academies of 

ancient Greece. Plato developed an elegant fonnulation which grew out of an analysis of four 

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

defined the good to his satisfaction, Plato did not go out Into the agora and preach to the 
) 

Athenians about their imperialist ambitions, nor stand up In the Council of Athens and Insist 

that slavery was evil and that all slaves should be freed. He continued to live as before, 

teaching philosophy to the sons of the well-bom. 

Philosophy defines. The Torah demands. "It has been told you, 0 man, what is good." 

h primary consideration is not a satisfactory definition but the sensitive deed. The Chinese 

wrot the noun, 'ethics,' with an ideogram which consists of the shape of a man and the symbol 

for h number two. This suggests, I am told, that ethics exist only In relatlonshlp to othen, 

that a p rson proves his virtue not by the subtlety of his description of the good but by the 

ality of the Ii fe which he leads. 

As an undergraduat I took a cou In Moral Phlloeophy flom a Rne teacher, Ralph Barto., 

P rry. He lectured twlc ach w k and an lstant conducted a Friday seminar which gave us 

a chance to talk o r what w had studied. The yo1111a Instructor obvloualy knew a graat deal 

bout philosophy, but h w a 
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first attempts to understand critical thought, he tore us to shreds and did so with obvious rellsh. He 

was trained and we were neophytes. He knew al I about the good, but he was not a good man. 

I mistrust outbursts of moral passion by men of suspect character. Peace, iustice, free­

dom, love - al I those compel ling words must be iudged by the character of the person who is 
l 

using them, the context in which they are said, and the consequences of the proposals being 

madeo I have heard Hitler and Stalin speak of peace and Neville Chamberlain promise peace 

in our times . I have watched mobs demonstrate violently in the cause of peace. I heard four 

American presidents speak of peace and escalate violence in Vietnam. To quote an old Torah 

saw: nit's not the words but the deeds that count •11 I've always appreciated the rabbis' insistence 

that a text be clearly attributed to a particular tender. I'll listen to Hillel on virtue, but not to 

a glib scoundrel. 

- I know what you mean. When I hear youngsters ponti fl cate about the wt ckedness of 

politicians, I find myself wondering how they will act when their time of temptation comes. 

There's a good deal of wisdom behind the rabbinic monition: "Never iudge another untll 

you've stood in his shoes . 

I quoted a few lines from Dietrich Bonhoeffer: "The question of the good always flnds us 

already in a situation which can no longer be reversed. We are alive. The question of good Is 

pos d and is decided in the midst of each deflnlte, yet unc:oncluded, unique and transient 

ituation of our lives. In the midst of our Jiving relationships with men, things, Institutions 

d pow rs, in other words in the midst of our hlstorf cal experience •11 Goodne■ does not exist 

a from the deed itself. I have little sympathy for those lmpulslve characten who act before 

h y hink and, when they fall to accomplish their ends, as Is ohn the case, excuse themselves 

by aying: 'I only meant to be he lpful! n 

Why listen to Bonhoeffe r? 

Di trich Bonhoeffer was bom in Gennany In 1906 and cled In 19'5 In a Nazi prllOn. 

A child of privilege, Bonhoeffer grew up close to his church and found his way Into Its ministry. 
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Possessed of a well-furnished and keen mind, he became known as one of the leading theologians 

on the continent. In 1938 the Union Theological Seminary in New York invited him to ioln 

its faculty. He came, but a year later with war imminent Bonhoeffer returned to parish work in 

G ermany where he defied the Nazi officials who forbade him to preach or teach. Within a 

matter of months he was in iail. Knowing he faced death, Bonhoeffer nevertheless worked on a 

book on ethics, the book from which I quoted, until he was hung. 

Believing as I do that Bonhoeffer is correct, that we will fail to deflne the good If we 

try to do it apart from a concrete situation, the times, the context, the relationship and the 

culture, the range of options in which that particular decision must be made; I have alw~ 

appreciated the special genre of writing developed by the rabbis to investigate ethical ques­

tions. J ews generally avoided ethical theodzlng in favor of a careful analysis of individual 

cases. Occasionally, a medieval philosopher like Saadya wrote a chapter on ethics, generally 

presenting an analysis which was little more than a Judaized version of Aristotle's mlddle wa,; 

but, by and large, they preferred the speclflc to the abstract. An Interesting case would pre-

s nt itself or someone would pose a speciflc question Involving moral Issues. The rabbi so 

addressed would advise as best he could and explain his views on the basis of Torah standards. 

Those involved would accept his advice or not; but, If the Issues were Interesting, this did not end 

h matter. The rabbi would draw up a digest of the problem to which he might or not append 

comm nts and send this precis and his decision to other authorities for comment. No one ex­

p cted ery scholar to come down with precisely the same Judgment. What was looked for 

w nl·ghtenment, insight, and nsitlvity. The case would go the n,unds. Each sage would 

apply hi knowledge of Torah and Talmud precedent as well as his own tudgment. In 10 doing, 
I 

h ag deve lop d a literature called She'elot u'T eshwot, Questions and Answe~ responsa 

hich lat d to pecific issues and mphaslzed the Importance of thoughtful appllcatlon. 

A rough analogy can be made to our constltutfonal system. Each Supreme Court fustlce 

int rpri the ConstiMion according to hi light. Some are overwhelmed by chang and feel 

h n d to defend the old way I al I of Rtneu and continuity be lost. A Justice Douglca 
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strides confidently into the law ever eager to break new gound. There have always been strict 

and broad Torah constructionists, those who balanced precedent conservatively and those who 

shaped o ld rules into new designs. Neither group was bound slavishly to precedent. In Ju­

daism, ethical iudgment always blends text and spirit, Torah and hest. When one reviews the -
literature, it's surprising how o~en we are reminded to interpret the law through its spirit: 

'the law was given to man to live by it, not to die by it,' 'the Sabbath was given to man, not 

man to the Sabbath,' 'would that they might forsake Me if it means keeping faith with the Torah.' 

Let me quote you a bit of Talmud about fasting on Yom Kippur. "If, on Yom Kippur, a preg-

nant woman smel Is some food and craves for it greatly, she should be given a little unti I she 

no longer feels weak or faint. A sick person, too, is fed at the word of the physicians. If 

no physicians are present, one feeds the sick person when he wants it - unti I he says, 'enough • 1 

Verse 126 of Psalm 119 reads: 11 It is time for God to work, because they have rebel led 

against the law .'' If one takes this phrase out of context, as the rabbis sometimes did, another 

tr nslation becomes possible. "When it is time to be active for God, then put aside your law." 

Torah law prohibited the High Priest from wearing his sacred robes outside the Temple 

Compound; but, when Alexander the Great swept through Asia Minor, the reigning High Priest, 

Simon, put on his crown and his vestments and traveled far from Jerusalem to offer Alexander 

h city's homage. His robes were necessary to impress Alexander with his authority and, so, 

k p hann far from Jerusalem. Five centuries later when Hadrian, the Roman emperor, un-

h d a terrible repression against the recently defeated Judeans, the sages voided a time­

ho or d prohibition against writing down the Oral Law. There was danger that those few who 

n w h law might be killed and that details of the law would disappear with them. 

To~ h 

- That would seem to iustffy setting aide the Torah entirely. 

t ~ al ly. When a Governor proclaims martial law, he Is responclns, to an emergency. 

norms. Emergencies require xceptlons. 

- What a bout civil dlsobedt nee? 
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Torah accepts the laws of a state as binding, unless authority is tyrannical and obedience 

would force Jews to take life, violate another person or flaunt what the Torah stands for. 

- What about the idea that the best legal system has the least law? 

The Torah suggests that freedom requires law. The rabble who came out of Egypt 

were rebellious, and, as such, worthless to themselves until they bound themselves at Sinai to 

the terms of the covenant. Freedom is not absence of law, but the absence of arbitrary and 

uniust law. Torah does not support anarchy; yet, respect for law does not require passive 

submission to tyranny. When King Solomon connived in the death of the husband of the beauti­

fu I Bathsheba so he could bring her into his harem, God sent the prophet, Nathan, to condemn 

him. No one is above Torah law. 

The lunch bell sounded. I left with them a paragraph from Martin Buber: 

Judaism, which more than any other religion has grasped the seriousness 
for actual Ii fe of the fact that God created man, has also most unequivocally 
recognized the importance for the llfe of man of the phrase, "in his image.n 
To this fact, the saying of Rabbi Akiba been witness: "Beloved is man, in 
that he was created in the image of Goel. But it was a special act of 
love that made it known to him that he was created In the image of God." 
The fact that it has been revealed to us that we are mekfe in His image gives 
us the incentive to unfold this image and, in doing so, to Imitate God. 



Chapter 15 

IT'S GOOD TO BE A JEW 

Bags were packed. It was our I ast day. Dessert had been served and the conversa­

tion had become anecdotal. Our unannounced theme: nice things that have happened to me 

because I am a Jew. The Institute director remembered a seder in Marakesh during World 
~ 

War II. It had been a touch of home on the far reaches of Jewish life. A number of M>roc­

can Jews had ioined in the soldiers' celebration. A physician of the town had asked him to a 

second seder at his apartment. The ritual had been familiar, yet different, especially the 
~ 

melodies. He had been told the history of a thousand-year-old Jewish community he had 

not known of before. 

- Someone reported that each Jewish student at her university was adopted by a local 

family who provided home-cooked meals, a bed awa, from the donnltory, and someone to talk 

to. Being Jewish often affords all the advantages of an extended fcmily. 

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

- It couldn't be as bad as ours. 

But being Jewish helped. 

- How? 

I had informed the food service that I didn't eat pork or shell Rsh. Shell fish was too 

expensive even to appear on the menu, but pork appeared regularly as the basic Ingredient 

of sausage or luncheon meat; and, whenever it did, I was served a portion of the chicken or 

beef which otherwise was reserved for kitchen worken and other prlvlleged staff. 

Few other traditions provide as much community support. A stranger at synagogue wll I 

b invited home to a Sabbath dinner. There Is an old maxim that all Jews are related and you 

can't be a Jew for long without recognizing the speclal sense of responslblllty for co-rellglonlsts 

verywhere. 

273 



2"74 

- You're talking about the United Jewish Appeal. 

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

In nineteen fifty➔hree, during the Korean conflict, I was assigned as a chaplain to 

the staff of the Commander of our Naval Forces in the Far East. One day a you~ flier came 

to me to make arrangements for his marriage. He had been assigned a regular courier run which 
' 

included Hong Kong where he had met and fallen in love with a local girl. r-or various official 

reasons which had to do with her citizenship, they had to be married on our base. We set a 

noon-hour date some weeks distant, and I asked a young couple in my ex>ngregation if they would 

arrange a luncheon so the occasion would be wann and personal. At that lunch, as everyone 

talked, the bride and the host discovered they were seex>nd cousins. Neither had known of the 

other's existence. When the pogroms reached their grandparents' village in Russia, his family 

had fled West while hers had crossed Siberia to Manchuria, settled in Harbin and moved on 

to Hong Kong when Japan attacked. 

- It's been this way for a long ti,pe. I remember reading that the Medtterranec:n ex>m­

munities maintained an office on the island of Rhodes for the purpose of ransoming Jews captured 

by the pirate bands and brought there to be sold on the slave market. 

- My best friend's father was a child In pre-war Austria. His parents somehow got 

hold of a Detroit phone book end wrote to everyone with their same last name. A man who was 

no relation sent them back the necessary papen which included an affidavit guaranteeing his 

par nts employment. 

In a world fu ll of refugees, Jews do not allow other Jews to remain refugees If we can 

h Ip it. During the 19~1s my parents and their friends signed as many affldavlh as they could, 

g rant ing that those Gennan and Czech Jews who were allowed Into the country would not 

come welfa cases . Today our communities are exerting great effort to bring Jews out of 

u 1a, Iran, and North Africa and to help them establish new llver. and the aid extends to all 

th rvices necessary for self-sufficiency. 

- W 've been talking about wannth and a nse of famtly; before we break up, I want 
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to talk about my private feeling. I've known a few happy times as a Jew. I've enioyed a 

seder and occasionally been caught up in a Sabbath service, but I never quite feel that I'm ... -
doing it right. I go to classes and work on the Sabbath. I don't obey all, or even most, of the 

rules, and I oRen feel that what I do i~ a token and not the real thing. 

You're not alone. Many Jews feel some guilt in this regard - not that most are about 

to change their habits - but the traditional way is stil I seen as the 'real thing. 1 

During the First World War a young philosopher, Franz Rosenzweig, made, and later 

described, a spiritual pilgrimage which took him from a culturally assimilated German-Jewish 

home and a mood which found him contemplating conversion to Christianity into an active and 

reflective Jewish life. When he came in out of the cold Rosenzweig observed some of the 

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

when and as they feel compel ling to me. For Rosenzweig the traditional mitzvot remained the 

nonn and becoming Jewish was, among other things, a growing sense of ease with tradttional 

practices. 

I read to the group a paragraph by a II beral rabbi, whose approach Is much ltke 

Rosenzweig's. 11 If pressed for explanations as to why I observe this or that commandment, I 

can come up with a variety of reasons. Usually ethical or Intellectual content Is the smallest 

part of my explanation. I prefer the hint of the Hassldtc Jew who reminded me that If a person 

w ars tight shoes he can get a headache - that is to say, the somatopsychlc appn>ach to 

m·tzvot, the idea that if you eat kosher you think and feel 'kosher. 1 Or sometimes I think of 

h whole business as a game - the kind of game described In Hennann He■•'• Maglster Ludl, 

which can, through being played, bring one Into contact with the deepest strata of thought and 

1·i . Most o~en and basically, however, I think of the mltzvot as the vlslbla extensions of the 

J wish collective soul. They the means by which a J.w can connect himself with this soul , 

nd, through this sou I, with th w llsprl of II r., ulff mat. reality, God, or whatever you want 

to call it. And the more mltzwt, t more connections.• 
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- That suggests that conservative and reform practice is really baby food, a specially 

prepared pablum for those whose stomachs are not yet ready for the real thing. 

- What makes the rabbinic tradition the real thing? It's been around a long time, but 

not forever . Your river keeps running and Jewish life, and its accepted norms, do change. 

1-./r.t wife and I lead busy lives, and necessity taught us that it wasn't how much time we 

spent with our children but the quality of the time shared. An hour of undivided attention is 

worth a distracted day. More is not necessarily better. The equation, the more mitzvot the 

more connections, doesn't ring true. 

As you know, I don't equate Judaism with a tixed set of practices. Alclba practiced 

different mitzvot from Amos. Yet, both were good and pious Jews. The rabbis took only an 

historic interest in the sacrificial cult, ard I take little more than historic interest In the pro­

hibition of instrumental music during synagogue worship or the separation of men and women. My 

soul is dead to the appeal of such practices and It's alive to some fonns which are quite recent: 

Confirmation, Consecration, and Yom ha-;atzmaut are cases in pQint. 

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

th Jew. The observer, not the observance, creates meaning. When the Jew changes, the 

mitzvotmix will change, which is why so many of us would be uncomfortable wonhipplng In a 

synagogue with a mehitzah or not being able to accept a neighbor's dinner Invitation because 

h ar home isn't kosher. 

We determine what rituals are mltzvot and the particular ww, a mltzvah should be 

ructur d. The rule is that men sa, Kaddish for dead relatlv•. In most congregations, women 

do so a matter of emotional need and as a statement of their penonhood. The Jew has 

ch g d, and so the practice changes. 

Some years ago a young child In my congragatlon stood for the Kaddish. The Kadclsh 

pray r praises God and an old tradition clecre• that It 11 ,-cited by near male .-.latlv• when 

h y mourn their dead. I knew the fcwnlly well and I had not heard of any d•c,h, IO ahr 
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later I wrote an article in my congregational bulletin describing thi• episode and saying that I 

was much taken with the honesty of her feelings. Why shouldn't the Kaddish be said for any 

living thing that one loved? An ultra➔raditional newspaper in Chicago picked up my column 

and played to the preiudices of its readers with this headline: "Refonn Rabbi Orders Kaddish 

Said for Dogs." I was struck not only by the insensitivity of the piece but by the assumption 

that, as a rabbi, I order another element from the past to which my soul is dead. 

The development of Sabbath law was tended to center on the no's: no work, no cooking, 

no traveling, the rules which protected this rest day; but, in a society where the human being 

is no longer a pack animal and where there are rigidly llmited work hours, "In it you shall do 

no manner of work" has lost some of its bite and I prefer to consider the Sabbath as a day set 

apart for all that refreshes my soul, a day to be with the famlly, to wonhip, rest, and relax. 

It's a time to read a good book without lntemJption and to meet with friends without talk 

turning to work-related problems. All that enhances life Is appropriate to Sabbath. I see 

God's will in a Sabbath which includes worship, institutes such as this one, even a walk In 

the woods or a game of tennis. 

- Even work? 

Yes, even work, if your work is a spiritual and Intellectual deltght. I've 'worked' 

writing a book on many a Sabbath aRemoon. 

When he was asked when he would become a fully observant Jew, as defined by ortho­

doxy, Rosenzweig answered: when I can. I would answer: I ~ cw, observant Jew. 

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

No. 

- I it because there are tough Pure Food and Drug Laws and you find Jews no longer need 

--- hygienic protection? 

No. Remember, the dietary laws were orfglnal ly n,I• developed to •parate Jews ftom 
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idolatry. The us
1
efulness of some of these rules, as protection against diseased meat and spoilage, 

was an unexpected side effect. 

I do not keep a traditionally kosher home because I was not raised in such a home. I 

eat no pork. We have no shell fish in the house. My mitzvah is a way of fulfilling the com-

mandment: honor your parents, a reminder of a complex food code which once governed 

Jewish life and a statement of my developmental view of th, Torah tradition. The separation 
I 

of milk and meat and the other dietary ICJY1s grew up over time -- neither David nor Isaiah 

kept kosher in the full rabbinic way -- and can be diminished over time. 

- But that's inconsistent. 

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

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

Ours is not the first age where significant differences In practice have emerged. 

Sadducees ate in any Jewish home. A Pharisee would eat only at the table of another Pharisee. 

Rabbinic Jews would not eat meat slaughtered by a Hassidlc butcher. For a thousand yean 

polygamy was pennitted in many Sephardic communities and prohibited among Ashkenazim. It's 

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

of the nonns. The river runs on. 

In my city there is a conference which includes the president and rabbi of each syna­

gogu • Our shared concerns range from support for rel lglous education and the extension of 

rvi c s to the institutionalized and the aged to the Integration of Russian Jewish lnvnigrants, 

law about Sunday closing, and prayer in the public schools. Our iudgmenb are nQt 

alway identical on an i ue like Federal aid to pa10chlal schools; but the sense of community 

rong nd there is more which binds than separat• us. 

We are bound togeth r by a shared calendar. The Sc.bbath com• at the same time each 

w k for the pious and the secular cltl z n of Israel. Al I Jews accept the same dat• for the 

Hi h holidays and Pesah. Th re Is a strong and regular pulse to Jewish llfe and even those 
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once saw a fascinating collection of Haggadahs prepared and mimeographed by various kibbutzim. 

Many were simply collections of materials on freedom and liberation and made no mention of 

the God Who saves, but all were intended for Seder night and included the Seder's familiar 

matzah and the four cups. 

Practice has never been the only bond that holds Jews together. Fint, and foremost, 

Jews share history and destiny. No one asked those who were marched into Auschwitz whether 

they were reform, conservative, or orthodox. Jews of all persuasions are citizens of Israel and 

contribute to the agencies and appeals of our diaspora communities. 

Beneath al I the other ties, a myth binds us as one. It's the myth of election. We sense 

a purpose to Jewish survival. The theist says: God has assigned us an historic role. We witness 

to God's will. The secularist says: Jews remind the world of the mandates of social iustlce and 

moral duty. And those who are only half-convinced by the myth say: we share a destiny and 

way of life which, as much as any other, perhaps more than any other, encourages the growth 

of character and the strengthening of family and moral sensitivity. 

- It's our last session. Don't hide behind history and theory. Tel I us about younelf as 

a Jew. You weren't born a rabbi. What led you to adopt your Jewish Identity? I'm asking 

for what Christians cal I testimony. 

I'm afraid you'll flnd my testimony a bit disappointing. Testimony Is most comFM,lllng 

wh n it records a traumatic spiritual pilgrlmage, Uke Augustine's Confessions, or sets one's 

faith against traumatic event, like Anne Frank's Dlmy; my life has been relatively calm and, by 

b coming an active Jew, In retrospect, seems no more than an unfoldlng of what was always 

h re and always around me. 

I grew up in a stable d I Jewish home. Being Jewish always ha --ed right 

and atural. In my hom th re w books ewaywhera: In my fullwt'1 lfucly, In th llvlng room, 

on the I ding of the stain, e n In the .,..,..,.,. The old IA1111111ar of the blncfl~• alhactwd me 
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long before I could read the contents. The child learned that he had roots that went deep. 

These were my father's books. He was a wise man and so I was certain the tradition was wise; 

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

Until I was ten or so, Judaism meant those books; Hebrew lessons so I could read those 

books; serious discussions around the table about the rise of Naziism and the need for Palestine 

as a Jewish home, and the holidays. Hitler's photo was frequently in the papers. My grand­

parents lived in Jerusalem and wrote me from there. Seder meant thirty or folty guests, 

much moving of furniture and a dollar if I found the afikornen. Books, land and matzah. 

A child rel ates to concrete symbols. Theology came later. I remain convinced that a meaning­

ful Jewish identity begins with specific rituals and/or specific involvement in the survival 

agenda of the Jewish community. The Jew who wants that part of his life to come alive need 

not resolve al I doubts about the existence and nature of God, few Jews have; but he must 

eliminate the distance between himself and the distinctive features of Jewish life. Both out­

siders and insiders have doubts, o~en the sane doubts. Doubts do not an indifferent Jew make; 

istance does . J ewish identity begins in some binding activity. 

Much later, when I was an undergraduate, a R>Ommate and I went at God over a long 

night. We were angry. This was 1945, the papers had iust publlshed the flnt pictures of 

paled-up corpses and death camp ovens. My roommate was the flnt person I heard use the 

ph , God is dead. He was angl'Y. at God. I was as angl)' at the cold-hearted world. Some-

ow, I didn't blame God. Germans had built Auschwitz, not He. In exasperation at my 

pati nc , he burst out: "you stll I believe because your father Is stlll allve.11 Perhaps he was 

• ht; faith i the sense that security and love do exist. 

God is God, somehow I've never expected God to answer my prayen cw,y more than I 

x ct d my parents to do what ver I asked. It's enough that He llstens and tells me to push 

on. The ffort I worth th making. God Is my conff dence In the poulbllltl• of llfe. In an 

of recurrent tragedy, God Is to me the promise of clvlllzatlon. Not surprfslngly, one of my 
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favorite lines from the Psalms reads: nweeping may tarry for the night, but ioy comes with the 

dawn •11 Worship for me is congregation. I'm not alone in my hopes; the first or the last of the 

we 11 intentioned. 

I have never questioned my Jewish identity. Mine was a happy and respected home. 

Anti-semitism was the non-Jews' problem not mine. I've been called names and tq_ld that cer­

tain doors were closed to me; but I early recognized I could only be myself. It seems natural 

that people should be married under a huppah or sit shivah during mourning; but I can take 

rituals in many fonns. What I could not take, at least when I was younger, was the sense that 

Jewish survival might not be of real significance to the world. I got irrationally angry with the 

historian, Arnold Toynbee, when, with the myopia of an imperialistic Christianity, he declared 

the Jewish people "a fossilized relic.u 

At college I took a famous course, History I, which was a survey of Western civiliza­

tion. I think I mentioned a few days ago that Jewish llfe was barely mentioned except for 

one session which discussed the Biblical tradition as a background for Christianity. History I 

made me wonder whether our survival was really important~ There were all those mlles of 

non-Jewish books in the University Library and my father's study, for the flnt time, began to 

eem small and insignificant. The course destroyed my Innocence about the pivotal nature of 

Jewish life. I could never say with some of the ancient sages that all knowledge Is in Torah, 

but I also recognized that those lectures were biased by the r,auowness of a WASP academic 

tr dition which was then already on its last legs. I doubt that anyone would teach such a 

cou e today; we've come to the end of the era of Christian parochlaltsm; stlll, CII you've 

gath r d, I have, ever since, been sensitive to the question of numben. It's 10 easy to label 

h which i mall as parochial, but It Is equally lnca,e to Insist that good things neC811Grlly 

com ·n small packages. In the real world quality and quantity are both slgnlftcant. 

My father used to say, to know a man look at his enemies rather than his friends. The 

r t pow r in Europe declared us to be Enemy Number One and set out to wipe us off the 
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face of the earth~ Israel is not simply another small people. If we were/are the arch enemy of 

the Nazis and all forces of privilege and all ideologies of state power, then, truly, the Torah 

tradition contains some recognizably powerful and vital truths; and, as its witnesses, Israel 

participates in that power. The Holocaust is a human tragedy but it is also a tribute to the 

reach and the authority of the Torah. Six million Jews were killed, not for who they were, but 

for what they represented; and what they represented was a wa, of life which affirmed human 

dignity and equal iustice which would not make its peace with tyranny of any kind or with the 
l 

Big Lie; which had no patience with the pretensions of the privileged or their claims to special 

treatment; which insisted on a vision of a world united in understanding and mutual respect; 

and which placed its faith in the wi 11 of a God Who demands that we live by a law of righteous­

ness whose obligations are quite specific. 

In college I also took a course in Marxism where I came across the tenn, 'cosmopolitan, 1 

used as a peiorative label to describe someone who is unfocused, vague, romc:11tf c, unrelated 

to economic rea lities. I appropriated the term to describe that imaginary fellowshlp of people 

of good wil I so many of my friends talked about: good folk who could put aside all the old 

divisions and dedicated their lives unselfishly to civil rights, peace and the United Nations. 

I've never doubted the force of self-interest. My father oft-en quoted the text: "Do not put 

your trust in princes, " which he took to mean that governments write white papen to explain 

their black deeds. Israel would not be if Jews had depended on the world's good wf 11. The 

years after the end of World War II, two million Jews stll I languished in Europec:11 Displaced 

P rson Camps and English destroyers blockaded the sea lanes to Palestine lest these survlvon 

n ak in. Labels cannot be discounted, and a people who do not look to their legltlmate 

wi 11 find them snatched away. I've always responded to the tradition's realism and 

o~en quoted Hillel's maxim: "If I am not for myself, who wlll be for me? If I am for myself 

alon , what am I?" 

I'm getting ahead of my story. The death camps were opened by the Allled armies, 
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and I saw pictures of the piles of emaciated corpses and heard the tales of horror. I knew I 

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

I had been raised. On graduation in 1947, I went to work for an agency whose purpose was to 

secure skilled military personnel for the defense of the Yishuv. Five Arab nations were threaten-

ing to drive them into the sea. I am equally committed to this people and its principles. To 

use the tenns we've used before: I'm a part of a community of fate and a community of faith. 

The survival of the Jewish people; social reform in the United States and the development of a 

strong spiritual life are all maior agenda items. 

Again and again, as I trace my coming alive~ a Jew, I find I go back to concrete 

moments and specific people. Anyone who teaches in a Religious School knows that sweet 

reason and a presentation of the high-minded definition of the Jewish way is. not in Itself 

compelling. It's words, not life. It is also bland. Experience binds. I've felt the binding 

moment in a sanctuary when the familiar chants reach Into my soul. I've felt that I belong 

when I've defended the legitimate interests of the Jewish ~pie, when I met a plane load of 

Soviet Jewish refugees landing at Lydda in the early hours of the morning, when I placed in 

our Ark Torah scrolls which, in pre-World War II days, had been ur,ed In a synagogue In Prague, 

when I discovered in the tradition a moral penpective which helped me think through the dif­

ference between World War II and Vietnam. I've reiolced In belonging to a community which 

eeks truly to support every member and where emotions need not be hidden. I felt bound 

during a visit to Jerusalem's Western Wall as the evening sun refracted two thousand yean of 

piety from the rose-colored stone; and in a small apartment In Tel Aviv as a cousin told of his 

xperiences in Europe and of the rnoshav where he Is now a member. The binding moment Is a 

vi it to an archeological dig as the scientists map out a gate which the Phlllltlnes defended 

against David's attack. It is being part of a voluntary American Jewish community with Its 

n tworks of social welfare agencl and Its synagogues. It Is most of all the fabric of my family: 
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life, the songs we sing - badly - ; the foods we eat and don't eat, the holidays we observe and 

the concerns we share. And when the house is quiet it is my library, my father's and mine, the 

ideas which reach back in time and speak still to my times. It is my religious ltfe and my sense 

of the presence of God. It's the blessed sense that becoming Jewish has been a redemptive 
' ' 

ioumey which has graced my life, a feeling of appropriateness. 

The loudspeaker crackled. The buses were ready. There was a rush of goodbyes. They 

were kind enough to say they'd enioyed our talk; I know I had. 




