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Introduction

TOWARDS A PHILDSOPHY OF JEWISH SURVIVAL

Mid=-morning. A middle-aged rabbi in Pendleton shirt and gray
Flannel slecks, seated on a bench in front of m rustic lodge. A dozen
or so0 campers sprawled on the grasas. Sunshine. A not untypical nln;ln
institute scens. The Institute had invited me to lead & discussion on
the theme: why be s Jew? I had prepared s two-word responss: why not?
Everyons must have an identity. We are sheped by and belong to one
or saveral communities. The Jjargon term is refersnce groups. No one
is just himself., I could think of meny labels less noble and of many
religious cultures less inspiring end colorful than ours, so why not
be a Jaw?

As @ child I complainad long end loud when my perents insisted
that the family be together sech Friday night sround the Sabbath table
and that I give up schoolyerd bassball for af ter-school Hebrew lessons,

But I came to sppreciste the ties of femily snd, in retrospsct, =am '

grateful that I was nurtured by s coherent religious culturs rather
than by the inconsistent values snd disintegreting structures, not to
mention the vulgserity, which merk so much of our world. I do not want
my children to have s mass madis identity. I have besn = child and I
am & parent and I cen testify that a Jewish homas and the Jewish world
cen be sn smotionally securs snd culturally exeiting envirormesnt. So
why mot be a Jew?

Eun;ﬂ reasoning mey satisfy s Fifty-year old who has en joyed his "

jewlish experisnce snd has coms to terms with himself, but it cannot

satisfy & restless sighteen=ysar old who is ssger to discover fFor
himsalf who he is and whet l1ife is sll sbout. At sighteasn or twenty
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one wants to settle For the 1ife of his parents. A young esdult
wants the bast, not just the Familiasr. He wants to try thes high road,
not Follew a level and often trod path. Thers srs S0 many places to
go and experiences to savor. My two-word response turned into & --ﬁ—
/ long conversation which ranged over theology, philosophy, peolitics,
the imstitutions of Jewish life, sthics and the realities of being =
Jew in B convulsed world.

{ hesitate to call what Follows = dislogue, not only becausa
this is mot the transcription of a tepe, but because I did mot restrict
myself to the role of a passive sdult who sets such s high value on the
expression of Feelings that he is uwilling to correct srrors of fact
or challenge youthful dogmatism. 1 am mot by tamparament & facilitetor.
T am &= rabbli. 1 have convictions and I sm prepared to defend them. I
eried ss best I could to disabuse those who of fered misinformation snd
to Force everyons to take & second and third look st conventional
assumptions, Though I'm pleased to be told thet I am = good listsner,
{ warnted in the week we would spend together To pressnt ideass end &
challenge. We talked.

Our conversation took pleasce at & particuler time, in = partiou-
ler contaxt end among @ perticulsr group of psople. Most were in thair
late teans, products of middle=class homas, suburbsn school systems,
and the late nineteen-seventies. They were suFFficiently involved in
Jawish 1ife to risk = week at such s camp. A Faw had toured Isrsal.
Though ® Pumber wers, or had besn, sotive in thelr congregetions, none
considered themselves plous. Thay did rnot ask For snd I did mrot presant

on outline of basic Judsism. The lssuss wers psrsonsl. They ssked '

whether it wes possible for Judsism to play sn anhencing role in thelir

lives, Several had come simply %o be with friends, but most ssemed
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interested in the problem ta which we kept returning: why be & Jew?

In preparation fFor the Institute I had reviewed some theoretical
material on identity which I had prepsraed for a symposium I had or-
ganized for my rebbinic sssociation some months before. In the course
of these studies I had come to certain convictions sbout how to ap-
prosch the identity problem. These cobviously influenced all 1 said and
I think it is wise to put them down here, up front, es the saying goes,

SelF-awareness is a mixed blessing. The child ies comfFortsble as
he is; the adult talks nervously of a nesed to Find himself. In the
ancient world where change occurred at a snail's pesce, philosophers teught
that nothing new appeers under the sunj and most folk sgreed. History's
gign was a serpent with ite head in its mouth. People knew who they
were, where they Fitted into their community, snd what values snd skills
to teach their children. Clessic litersture like the Bible or Homer's
epics was generally writtan in the third person and describsd wers and
adventures rather than an individusl's interior life. A settled soclety
focuses its imegination on events reather than in emotions.

ODwr ancestors rerely questioned the Fitress of .tl'"- Familier ways
an customs of their community. Desvid or Odysseus struggled to do his
duty rather than to know himself. Personal feelirgs wers not specisl
erough to be interasting. Our world is @ quite different plece. Ties
that they took for granted haves bscoms for us problemstic. ODur liters-
ture tends to be an exploration of privata Feelings. We are keenly swars
of our individuslity, less likely to be submissive to suthority and
more likely to be snxious asbout ourselves.

A Jew was s Jaw snd that was tha whole of it. Tha outside world

krnew them to be Jews. Thair domsstic world provided a tightly woven

wsb of custom end commandments which sheaped their routines, gave &
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particuler color to their personalities, and provided the structure of =

close-knit communal l1ife. Educetion was pesrochisl. ARelstionships

were regulsted by religious tredition. You were married under a huppsh.
Whern & son was born there was s bris. When & psrent died you sat -h.i..v-h.
Belomnging to the Jewish people was not only a fact of life but _ﬁz deter=
mirmtive fect of their lives; not only inevitable but proclaimed =
blessing. They asccepted the myth that God had declered Israsl an
em-sequlah, » people especislly beloved to Him, end had given them =
central role in His pleans for the world.

Ferhaps our deepest Fear,; next to the Ffeer of loneliness; is
that we may be wasting our esnergies end days in misguided pursuits. His
myths reassured the Jew that he was doing what he should be doing. God
had given his sncestor full and clesr instructions sbout right snd wrong.
Instruction is, by the wey, the root mesning of Torsh. Because God had
made krnown His commandments the Jew's life wes grasced by thes pasce of
mind which comes from confidence in the dirsction of ocna's efforts and
from that buoyancy of spirit which comes from being sure that God is in I
control and that all will turn out right in the end. Few could have
described just how cbedience to thoss instructions would bring sbout thair
redemption or hasten the millenium but they knew it would. The Wessish

would be one of theirs; deyyesnu, that wes snough For them.

A word sbout my use of the term myth. I use it to describes =
story that is smong the precious posssssions of = society bscesuse it
expleains the mysteries and meaning of life. A myth is trus becsuse it is
believed and believed to be significent, Philosophy dissects truth
through analysia. Myths esxpress the truths which defy smalysis snd so
provide = culture & uniquely sppropriste way to sxpress dymnamic truths,
Myth snimetes truth snd so is = uniquely effsctive vehicle to sxpress

assumptions sbout value, wisdom and purpose,

i ]




Sirce they were confident that they knew God's instructions and
that thesa were, in fect, the femilisr norms of their world, Jews rerasly
wondered whether they should remsin part of the community of Israsel.
Except under durese no one deliberately takes the wrong roed. If their

/
role included speciam]l end demanding cbligstions, these ware sccepted as

proof that God really cared! One of the ways psrents show children that
they cere is by baing strict with them. God cered for Isrsel.

Until guite recently any change of identity required spostasy.
Everywhere Jews were & berely tolerated minority, snd over thes centurlies
soma converted under threamt while others could not resist the sconomic
and social opportunities which wers ressrved to the religious majorityj
but conversion was rerely s matter of simrcers conviction. Thers was
little that was spirituslly compelling in the way the dominant religions
presented themselves. Christisnity snd Islem were ths snemy. A gospel
of love might be taught in the churches, but the Jew sssocisted the
Cross with the Crusader's lesnce end with pastors who, during Holy Weelk,
exhorted their flock to stteack the Christ killers. The sword of Islem
was equeally Fferocious and the practice of religious persecution was
endemic.

Ow situation is quite other. There sre bridges scross the re-
ligious divide, We shars ths privilege of citizenship in a pluralistic
society. The old rhetoric can still be heard, Tonly if you join us will
you be saved,’ or {God dossn’t hesr the prayers of Jews'; but most
Falk, certainly most Jews, think of cther religions ass complementary ways
to spiritusl growth, Thers is = sccisl comity in our communities which
the medieval Jew did mot enjoy snd probably could not have imegined. The
identity lessue was once & purely political issue. Today the question of
principle is a primery ore. The self-confident snd self-valideting
assumptions with which rebbinie culture insulsted the Jew and with which

-
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Church teschings isolested the Christisn sre no longer scocepted uncritic-
ally; indeed, thay ere daily brought into guestion by the fresdom of our
social lives. Children of all faiths mix and mingle in school, sports,
and society. Lifelong affiliestion is mo longer inevitable or necessarily
spplauded. As he grows up, almost svery young person will ask at some
point, ‘why remain a . . ."'

We assumed in our discussions our immediate enviremment. In
the Islamic world social and religious conditions remain ss pesrochisl ==
they were in medieval Europe. Those few Jews who remain in pleces like
Moroceo snd Tunisia exist on tolersnce snd ere sub ject to & wide veriety
of social restrictions. Their Jewish identity is inescepsble. In the
Soviet Union whera 'Jew' is passport designetion, stheism = dogma of the
party, and Zioniem a crime, goverrment policy focuses the identity
issuey Jews do not heave the fresdom to cearry snother passport nor the
fresadom to learn and prectice Judaism. In Isresl, the identity problem
is mlso quite different in nature. A voung Israssll spesasks Hebrew, learns
Jewish history in school, never worries that the Hebrew University will
schadule registration on Yom Kippu and lives under political tensions
which create s considerable distance and suspicion between him and his
Arab neighbors.

Our talk reflesctsd tha conditions of ths American disspors whers
options do mot exist] one can be sctive in & congregeation or Hillel
chapter, ®sit at the Feet of ® guru, hitch one’s destiny to s back-to-the-
s0il communiterian experiment, Join an snerchist cell or The Jewish
Oefenss Lesgus or The Jewish Fesce Fellowship - sspesrately or sequentislly.

At First they spoke &s if their identity decisions represented
entirely privata commitments without scclisl or Family consesquence. We

like to think of oursslves a8 sutonomous and self-relisnt. I srgued
throughout, 1 hope persussively, thet gquestions of identity cermot be

b~
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disentangled From political or sccial considerations, A nnn-nh-r:p-lt

Jew or & Jew who practices TM, or aven one who converts to Christisnity,
may Find, te his surpriss, that he continues to be sesn as & Jew by

friends, neighbors and smploysrs. Even in the aftermath of World le'- II
whern evidence of the Heoloecesust shocked many non-Jews into & r-:ﬁhnl.tiun
of their perticipation in genteel prejudice, being Jewish 'h‘ll. raraly al-
lowed to be s matter purely of private conscience. Certainly it ies not
rnow @s memories of the Holocaust dim and questions of ethnic and re-

ligious gquotes sre debated mscross the land. I've yet to meest & college |
edmissions officer who couldn't tell me how many Jews there are in an |

entering cless or a senior exscutive who didn’t know which of his top

assistants was Jewish,

The question, "why be a Jew’, can bes treated with theorstical
detachment only by those to whom the question is not an immediate one
and their theorizing is likely to be more intsllectuslly than pesrsonally
satisfying. RAeligious decisions srs existential decisions which grow out |
of privete needs, not snalytic decisions which grow cut of the force of
conceptum] mralysis, so I have tried to deal with the Questions theay
raised out of the context of their Ilvl+lth-' than to present a
systematic outline snd defense of basic Judaism. I bslisve Judeism to
be @ helpful, and I would sven say inspired, tradition, but 1've naver
met mnyona who became ® more snvolved and sctive Jew bescause somsons
successfully debated the tredition's comperative merit.

Questiomns clustered sround personal iessuess: cen living ss a Jew
be sn ennobling snd healing sxperisnce; snd does the world-wide commu-

nity of Jews play a consequentisl role in what s traditionsl thinker

would call God's plans snd most st the Institute simply celled civili-

zation?

In terms of pures legle, there is no urassalleble rationeles of

-
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Jewish survival, and I would insist that a similer dismissing statemant
cen be made of each and every religious -I.-.r--di.tiur;. There is no totally
convincing argument why & Jew ought to remsin a Jewj or, & Christien =
Christisn or @ Communiet & Communist. Survival is a given, not =
demonstrable srgument. Life establishes its own right to be. On the
most mlemental level, I am because I sm. I have =n inalienable right to
be what I am or wish to be. The Jewish pecple is because Jews are.

I put it this way. Existence cannot be denied to us. We are.
Some Jews simply respsct snd love thelr psrents; for them affilistion
is simply & continuation of family. Some Jews ars determined to be
Jaws to spite those who sre determined to destroy the Jews. Emil
Fackanheim has written that since the Holocsust an sleventh commandment
exists: you shall not give te Hitler = posthumous victory. Others are |
movaed to bs mctive out of 8 deep and sometimes unexpected smotional
responss to the Stete of Iereel, not simply bscsuse it is there or
because it is theirs, but becsuse Israsl represents a triumph of the
humesn spirit. Mankind cen be beutalized, yst tha humen spirit is in- '

domitasble. Tha victims of the Holocsust built m State. Civilizetion can

rise From tha ashas. ' r

Jews gave Eurcpe and Civilizetion ite Bible and its vieion of
sociml justice. Islam derived its uniterien theology and ite patterns
of worehip From the Torash tradition. In the twelfth century Jaws
translated much of the literary snd philosophic legecy of Greecs from
Arable snd Syrisn inte the langusges of Europs. In the Fifteenth and
sixtesnth centuries Jews taught Protestant Eurcpe to read the Bible in
its originel Hebrew and to valus the cereful study of Serlipture. In the
ninstesnth century Jewish socisl thought stimulated meany of the politicel
reformers who mset sbout establishing a classless socisl order., This

small community has been remsrksbly crestive, but sbetrsct discussions
of Jewlish contributliens to civilizetion, howesver historicelly interesting,
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sre Mot personally compelling.

1 am convinced that it is best to begin sny discussion of ‘why

be = Jew'! on @ personal level, The importance of the survival of Judsism
For the world is ® question thet cannot be overlooked, but the t-hl-u-lt.
of the immediate discussion would be to determines the consequences For
the Jew of amctive inwolvement in Jewish life. What cen/does being
Jewish mean? Will I be & better person For it? What cen I Find in
Judaism which allows me to grow, to becomes, Tto transcend my limitations?
Many weras troubled by the seeming lack of inmitietive involved in
continuing in inherited ways. I Ffound myself often repeating the
obvious: that what is different is mot necessarily more distinguished
and that, in any case, we cesnnot jump out of ow souls. In determining
the Future, talents and Fforce of will ere important, but, to s sur-
prising degree, we become what we become becasuse of tha plece in which we
Find ourselves and the influences which besr upon us. I am what I am
becmuse of my femily, because of the schooling that was availsble to me,
because of the sociel context im which I grew up snd now live, bescause
I had & Jewish home snd s Jewish sducetion. I sm not s cerbon copy of
my parsnts, Part of my identity ie s given, but my mature identity is an
schisvement., As I took these experiences into myself snd tried to
understand them I Ffound that I was not n"“r sncouraged to be part of &
long=-lived, historic snd coursgecus pecple, but that my life hed takan
on @ satisfying shape snd that 1 had gained s sense of purpose snd con-
Fidence in my purposes. So I have concluded that the valuas of Judaism
For the individuaml and tha reason for the survival of the Jewish people
ig that it sllows us to shape our lives within a grand, rich snd wise
religious civilizetion, How do I know? 1 know.

1 belleve in the fer mystery. I believe that the survival of

the Jewish people is of consequence to the world. I believe that God

= M
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endowed Jewish history with significance. How -1--- explain our con-
tinuing significance to civilizetion despite quite limited numbers? In
slmost every Field of letters and ressarch Jews have mads =a nntl.ul.h._l-
contribution. I mslso believe that it is Feolish to try to unravel the
mystery. 1 have always been put off by writers who know God's mind end
rather proud of the rabbi who advised his colleagues: "Sesk not to
explain God's ways to man For these are beyond your understanding.”

1 do not know how the tomorrows of Jewish history will affect
the world, but I krow that our past has snnobled many. I believe that
because of my exposure to this people, ite sscrifices and its herolism;
and because of my sxposure to this tradition; its wisdom and its humanity,
I have bsen helped to grow intc = sensitive snd responsible human being.
I cannot but believe theat & tradition whose effects can be so bensficisl
can and will continue to make important contributions to the unfolding
of the human spirit.

What Follows is not theology but some suggestions how the ques-
tion, ‘why be m Jew'!, can be usefully spproached. Since I beliesve that
Judaiem is best defined es a living, developing tradition, =s the re=
liglous civilizetion of the Jewish people, rether than as a formal
doctrine or & revealed snd unchanging legislation, I have not sttempted
to develep Jewish sffirmations pystematically. Indeed, I'm not sures,
given the veriesty of spprosches and idess which have been espousad by
Jaws over the millenis thet sny fully satisfesctory presentstion of
the sassence of Judsism can be made, These pages prassent = way of

- thinking sbout being Jewish snd sbout becoming an active Jew which, 1

hope, hms the valus of being honest, Fresh snd suggestive.




Chapter 1

DOING WHAT DOMES NATURALLY kS

- We had met on the bus snd discussion began without preamble. I
was immedistely challerged. It doesn't bother me that I'm a Jew and
theat's what bothers me, I've no major theological hang-ups, but I want
my religious decisions to be positive ones. Being Jewish or being any-
thing has to make s difference in me, and that's the probleam. My homs
ie much like the Smith'e next door. I went to Sabbath School and John
went to Sundey School, but as far as I can ses the only difference re-
ligion makes is that we celebrate holidays st different timas of the
year. We've gone to the same schools, we liks the same _ll.ll.lu, and wa
generally think alike. At most thers wares some minor differences in
teble talk. My parents spoke sbout the Holocsust snd Isrsesl. My grand=
parents often told me how close-knit Jewish families were end took pride
in the large number of Jewish Nobel Prize winners, but I can't Ffesl that
these conversations made me different end, in sny case, they dealt with
pest or someone else’s saccomplishment. For me the quastion is personal
and immediate. IF I'm to become an mctive Jew, I want my involvemsnt to
add something significent to my life, snd I'm not sure that it can or
will. -

I asked tham to be patient ‘iﬂl-'“l"‘ll-'“l expressions. We'd
get to them; but, if our ﬁmﬂﬁh mm. it wes im-
portant thet we egrees on 1 _r -

r'u*r-'E: I m does not comes
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I gave up, You can’t scquire & religion by gelng lhépﬁlnn one
day and picking off the reck & religicus gesrment which hsppens to catch
your eye. HReliglon involves what we are deep inside, nmot what we wear;
you can’t decide in the morning what religion you'll weer that day.

We derive our identity from axperiesnces, From our envirornment
and from reflection on all that happens to us. We ®re born into =
given Femily, community, snd culture and ere conditioned by our world
lorng before we begin te think criticelly sbout its values. A child
does not =8 yet separate his sslf from all that happens sbout him. He

lives, as an animal lives, leargely by doing what comes naturally. As

we mature, as our mind and imagination develop, wa begin to make ]udg-
ments about ouwr envirorment. Aas we grow we weave into en identity ideas
which have come to us from owur parents, our reading, the talk and
msctions of our Ffriends, television, snd our private reflections snd eax-
periences.,

Wea become not only what ow talents and ow will sllow ua to
become but, to a large degree, what home, school, snd culture permit us
to become. Life may teke us fer from owr roots but, es Or. Freud taught,
we never free ourselves completely of them. In religious matters the I
community's religious spirit slways precedes en individusl's Faith.
Judaism seems natural end comfortesble to me while Hindulem does not. |

Ferhaps it would be more sccurate to say Judaism wes » reslity to which

T had to respond whereas Hinduism wee s distant sbstrection which did

rnot impinge on my development.
- Walit & minute. 1 do '-y homework. No one does it For me. I

chose my major and I'1]l choose my cerser. No one is going to tell me

what to do,
Did you ses = Jean Truffesut Film cslled The Wild Child? About ®»

century ege in France s boy wes sbendoned by his perents and raised by
-~ |




wolves. When he was found at sbout the sge of nine he was not only

illiterate and Feerful of human contact but unable to use speech to
communiceate ideas. His envirorment hed besen wild and so was he.

- But that's & movie.

Yes, but it was based on sn sctual cese. Without Femily, scheols,
books, musie, fFriends, we would not develop more than a few rudimentary
instinctive survival skills.

Thera are no self-made people. George Bernard Shaw said it
with customary verve: "Independence, that's middle-classs blesphemy.

Yo are all depandent on one another, esvery soul of us on earth." The

wild child had only his instincts to rely on. Adults cen make delicate '
decisions precisely because mss children we absorbed ideas and skills

others had developed and were taught to use that knowlesdge to snhancs

our lives,

- You're saying be & Jew becasuse your parents sre Jews and I
can't buy that., I don't vots the way my parsnts do. Our politicasl
ideas are miles mpart. Why should I worship ss they do if owu re-
ligious ideas sren't the same?

You've misteken my point. I'm mot erguing thet you can't ﬁllﬂl
being what your parents sra. That's mesnifestly not trus. I'm saying
that you have internslized meny Jeswish sttitudes and ars positionsd to
make the most of the Jewish way end that it ies unlikely that you could
gain as much from a tradition whose sttitudes and values wers not
natural to you. I'm suggesting ths natural benefit of bullding your
life within & Familier world,

- It was still I'"ve got to meke my statsment time. Another volce

out in: 1 read smbout thosa praysr
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The calm voice of reason, cbviously my voice; responded: IF we
are golirg to talk intelligently sbout religion you must learn not to
dismiss out of hand experisnces snd sttitudes that you do not understand
or sgree with, Let me give you an exemple of what I mesn. In April of
1973, under mot so gentle pressure from the United Stetes, the Prime
Minister of lsrael, Menachem Begin, and the President of Egypt, Anwar
Sadat, met at Cemp David to draw up terms For = psace conference bDetwesn
their mations. When the negotiestions were successfully completed, =
public ceremony was orgenized st the Whites House for tha formal signing
of the accords. On that occesion eech of the heads of state made an
appropriste speech. 1 remember being struck that sach man, during thea
course of his remarks, quoted the same linmna From the prophet Isaish:
"They shall best their swords into plough sharss and their spears into
pruning hooks. Nation shall not lift up sword sgainst nation. Neither
shall they leern war any more.” The next day Sadat and Begin put the
peace conference behind end went up to the Hill to petition Congress to
eml]l more erms to their respective military Fforces, and the American
President held a press conference in which he explasined the traaty in
the cold terms of geo=-politics.

Politicisns have basn known to quote Scripturs for no better
purpose than to gain votes, but I am convinced that in this case sach
leader spoke from the hesrt. Esch is & confirmed belisver, in Fect &
rather traditiornal believer. Jimmy Carter affirms san svangelical form
of Protestant Christisnity, Menschem Begin prectices orthodox Judaism
and Arwer Sedet follows the Sunnl treadition of Islam. Why than the
sudden shift from s vision of pesce to sn sgends of naticnal defsnss?
As sraditionsl bslievers they mq,m M'i-m begins, "in the
her than @ precticsl possibility




For our times. Eech has been taught by his tradition theat reslistic
prudence as well as prophetic commitment sre required of humen beings,

at least as long as the world remains urredeemed.

- Are you suggesting that religion toleratess, aven applsuds,
militery preparations? Aren’t wer and guns thes interests of thes devil

rather than of God?

In order to be s peascemaker you must be alive. Judalsm was the
Firet smong the religions of menkind to project the vision of universal
pesce; but our sesges slsoc tesught: 'if one comes to kill you, kill him
First.' A religious tradition which did mot offer prectical sdvice For

the years until the Messish srrives would expose its community to pre-

mature extinction. I teke it to be m sign of wisdom theat Judaism has =
sensitive spprecietion of the complex emotions which course in the human
soul snd of the mixture of morslity snd greed which govern the politics
in which human besings sngege.

- Define religion. As I hed hoped, the conversation had come
beck to the sterting line.

Harvey Cox defines religion ss "that cluster of HI“:H".lIl end
myths, rites and customs, ideas and institutions, that pulls together
the 1lifa of a person or group inte = mesningful whole." A religion
certifFies and confirme s group’s sapirstions asnd valusse, Human besings
reed to Feel that there i8 more to life than Frustration, illress and
the grave., Put bluntly we need to know that they ers not running sround
in circles.

We did mot choose to be born. We will die net by choice or, if
wa dis naturelly, st = time of our choosing. Life is not only brief
but confusing. Ws cannot I:r;w- that ona way of lifes is batter than
another or that the goals we have formulsted sres worthwhile or sttain-
able, yet, such is our constitution, that we nesd to balieve that what
we do L@ right snd thet our commitments heve besn intelligently chosen
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snd that their effect will be consequentiel. We need to i_:’.i.rl-:I 1ife an
ennobling and excitimg exper-iesnce rather thah & bitter life sentence
without hope of parole. To do so, we need to resolve the contradictiona
of our existence, which ils to say we need a religion. Every society has,
or has had, a religious component for the good reason that no group cen
Function successfully unless it is satisfied that its energies sre
directed meaningfully, that its values sre valid and that its efforts
will be rewarded. The religious reed is as natural and as necesssry as
the need te love and be loved. HReligions exist because we cenncot mansge
without them,

Animals respond out of inetinct to their envirorment and conese-
Quently lack this religious need. They struggle to survive as we do but
they are not blessed, or is it cursed, by curiosity. Thay do not wonder
why end never doubt they are going sbout it in the right way. Alons
among animate crestures, the humen is awere of besing slive and conscious
that 1ife is full of contreadictions snd ocptions; sll too brief esnd often
terribly bruising. We cannot help wondering what life is snd what desth
is and whether there is any purpose to ell our exertions. Nor cen we
help wondering whether we know what is right snd what we cen or should
do to make our world a bestter plesce.

Appareantly we can tolerate asny thought sxcept ths posaibility
that !ife is chaotic end aimless. We cannct survive, certainly mot
sanely or successFfully, ceught in & web of perslysing doubt., Something
in each of us reaches out to sppropriste hope snd mesning. Psychologists
speak of & will to belisve ss one of the bullt-in primitives of our
emotionm]l sppsretus. We need to Ffesl thet there is & way that we ought
to go, ® way which will give meaning snd grasce to what would otherwise
be ® hapless journay. On the High Holideays we read a portion of the
book of Deutercnomy which includes the imperetive: "Chooss lifFe." Some-
one oncw said to me, why meke such ® todo sbout the inevitable®? We have
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o other cholce. Actuslly, have we smy choice? Yes, we do. Being slive
i mot the same as Feeling mlive. llthm.ﬂ:‘ hope end @ viseion, & religion,
each day is s burden. Ceught up in a vision esch day is an opportunity.
Aeligion allows the human belng to axperisnce life as a challenging
journey rather than a joyless -n;:lwlm- contest. I could give you =
number of sophisticeted definitiona of religionj but parheaps it's sasiest
to simply gquote Salvador be Madrisgs: "religion is =ll that we do to
prove to ourselves that God is not mad."

- I thought religions told us how to qualify For life in the

hersafter. You Focus religiom en thae here and now,. ‘

Aeligions represent the insights, symbols, ritusls and ethical L
principles by which & scciety confirms s cefrtain order and affirme a 4
perticulesr hope. Immortaslity is only one possible form of the preferred
hope. Aeligious hope is often called redemption snd the promise can take Aj
many Forms: long life, health esnd wealth, the lasting significance of
your labors, s messiah, s messienic sge, pesce of mind, triumph over
enemies, Arysn conquest, the vietory of the proleterist. Thes various
religions hold out & variety of promisesj but, if we look not at the
pearticuler gospal but at the emotional need all such hopes satisfy,
it becomes spparent that to bs redeemed mesens simply to Feel that your
values are confirmed, your efforts significent, snd that your influence
will have some lasting valus.

- You're speaking of individual hopes. How does a private
vision become » religlon with millions of membera?

We sre by nature socisl beings. The ssnse of sssursncs, the
visien, may begin with one men: an Abrsham, = Paul, = Mohasmmed; but,
inevitebly, others ere cesught up in it, snd s 'religion emerges. In many
ways the experience of Finding ourselves is reslly the search for =

satisfying religion. ot eahil B Femirn
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Those who survived the Berman death campa have commernted that

prisoners remained sane as long as they could hold en to any kind of

hope. When they gave up on the possibility of sscesps, on an Allied
victory or on God, they rushed the electrified fences. Hrliniun is the
mechanism through which » society 1ifts up end certifies hope. Faith
is our individual appropristion of that hops. We sre religious not
because we believe but becsuse we nesd to belisve and, whether we Bsrs
conscious of the Fect or not, we all beliesvs.

= But I'm not religiocus. A ripple of laughter ran through the
group. '

Then you don't know yourself, or, more likely, you sre using, ‘
without being conscious of the Fact, & purely narrow, institutional !
definition of religion. You're saying, sre you not, thet you ars not |
involved in what happens in your synsgogue? To understend religion, you
must be willing to look beyond institutional affilistion to the phanomsnon
itself. Religion is net the sum of the sctivities that tekes plece with=
in & religious institution or which sre lasbesled as religious in ordinery
spesch; but the cluster of ideas, values and hopes which we sccept en
Faith, "know" to be right and which guarsntes to us that our lives sre
meaningful. Not everyone belongs to m church or synagogues, but svery-
one operates with a set of religicus beliesfs.

I'm sure that you belisve in democrescy snd justice. You besliesve
that our world cen be made a better plece. You think you can shaspe your
life mand Find Fulfillment. These sre common enough convictions. On what
basis do you hold them?

= They're right,

How do you know?

- Everyons sgrees,

Not so. In China the individual is taught to subordinate his ego

-
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to the collective. Harmony, not initistive, is the standerd; the
individuasl has no inaliensble rights, and the duty of the stete is to
organize duties equitably. Chairman Maoc taught: "We must all lesrn the
spirit of absolute selflessness, . to proceed in all ceses from the
interests of the people and mot from one's sole interest.” The assump~-

tions of Mec's Little Aed Book ares no more sclentific than thoss you

live by; and both mre, in fect, religious positions though both you and
he, or his ghost, may ob ject to thea label.

Any cultursl tradition which confirms = social vision is =& re-'
ligious tradition and is redemptive in the sense that it affirms the
meaningfulness of life. Notice I said, "Any gultural tradition.™ Not
all religious visions are sensitive or healthy. As in svery other
aspect of life, one must lesrn to be discriminating in matters religious.
Every religion consecrates a particuler set of mctiona which it declares
to be necessary if redemption is to be realized. Some religions pro-
mulgete thelr views by example, others by coercion. Some traditions
go out sggressively te convert the "unenlightenad". Others approve
sctions which restrict the rights of non=belisvers. Purlteanical asttampts
to enforce Sunday Blue Laws or denominsticonal pressurss to re-introduce
prayer into ths public schools sres cases in point. In matters religlous,
as in most othsr sspects of life, the old msdsge spplies: 'hr their deesds
shall you know them.’

- Above the Ark in our synagogus thers is a wooden replica of the
stone tablets on which Moses incissd the Ten Commandments. I've slways
thought of ethics snd religion ms synonymous terms and, therasfors, ae
ssserntislly imnstitutions of sheresd purposess.

Aeligion includes but trsnscends sthics. The athicel goal is
goodness. The religious gosl ie redemption,

- Define M-“‘#-‘ﬂ} '
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Ethics are the norms by which we manags our day~-to-day relations

ms honorably as we can. Ethics deals with right and wrong in contextusl
terms. It ssks pragmetic questions sbout prascticel benefits. A re-
ligion's understanding of redemption may include the recurrence of
ethical behavior, but it slsc envolves belliefs and loyaslties which
transcend moral behavior. Godliness and goodnaess are Not Synonymous
terms. A hermit msy do mothing but Fast and pray. His culture may

call him ® holy men; but an sthicist may wonder if he i® not simply e
deserter from the resl problems of his society.

I1f religion were simply a collection of ethical propositions ite
teachings would resemble = civics lesson rather than the rich complax
of redemptive themes that are included in such documents ss the Torah or
the New Testesment, Thera srs other differences. Ethical stsndards
tand to be situstional. Religlon reises up norms which ere uncondi-
tioned. When we try on pursly logical grounds to decide what is right
we soon recognize, if we are honest with ourselves, that our judgments
reflect = particuler cultural context; and probably = good bit of self-
serving reticnalizetion, as well. Religion resclves our basic doubts
sbout moral standasrds precisely becsuse it tesches us that "right”
sctions conform to en ultimate standard. The Femilisr imege of God,
the Holy One, revealing the lew to Moses is, smong other thirgs, =
metaphor of this idea. When God spesks the believer Feels that His
commandments define right snd wrong snd sre bsyond question snd uncon-
ditionasl., "It has bsen told you,'0 man, what is good and what the Lord
requires of you" (Micsh). It must be smdded that in = ssculer religion
like Communiem ane’*s dutiss to the party sre as sbsolutes as if they
derived from revalstion,

- Do you reslly belisve that st Sinasi God defined right and wrong
for sll times snd thet the Torsh contains mll we need to know in that
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No, but I do beslisve that the Torsh contalns much we need’ to
krnow about virtue and purpose snd would not have besen known nthﬁ-.'n'i-l,
seminal ideas. We'll come beck to the Torah end ite claims on our be-
lisfFs. For the moment let's stay with the task of defining religlion
so that we will have a framework for our later discussions,

- All religions do good. Judsism snd Christianity tesch many
similar values. Why do you make an issue of religious differences?

Judgments must be made. Esch religious culture shapes ite com-
municants’ idems about right and wrong. HARabbinic Judsism ineisted that
suicide is wrong., God geve us life snd He slone should determine its
limite. Imn Shinto ritual suicide, hari<=keri, is considered a virtue
since a life without honor ie mo life. Let me sk a question: do ell
religions encouresge those values we imstinctively lebel s sthically
valid: love, honesty, Family loyalty, snd social justice?

- Yeo=,

= No.

Silence. Finally, I Filled the vold. When Germany's best and
brightest went to Hitler's youth camps, did their counsslors and the
Nazi rituals encourage them to be sensitive, generous, and pesce-loving?
You know the snswer. Naziism tesught the virtue of reclsl purity and
total commitment to the state, Hitler dispereged the Bible ss = blue-
print "or people of a slave mentality. Hes taught the right of might,
Sympathy was a weaknass. He lsbsled Arysns s mastsr resca. Civil rights
was a Jewish weakness.

= Neziism was not = religion. It was = politicsl philosophy,
maybe a madness, but not a religlon.

Why not?

- It was avil.

Must religions be good?

~
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- Yoas,

Why?

Agmin, silence, After @ moment I filled the void. Wasn't
Neziism m collection of myths, rites, customs, ideas snd institutions
which pulled together and certified the aspirations of much of ths German
nation? Neziism displeyed many of the Featurss which we asssociate with
better-liked religion: strong faith in e charismatic leader, ‘total
commitment to & set of values which are held to be of cosmic importesnce,
certainty that there is only one truth and that all error must be sup-
precseed, grand public pagsants at holy shrines like Nurenberg, = bible,

Mein Kampf, = messisnic vision of a redesemed world purified by Arysn

values and Aryan leaders; in short, a redemptive vision.

For many this was a bit much, but determined to make ths point,
I pressed on: How would you defimne e religious person?

- One who teakes Falith seriocusly and wha lives by his Ffaith.

“ouldn't that include the Nezis?

-~ Someone who is affilisted with ® congregetion.

Couldn'’t you call the Nezi Perty = congregstion?

I Felt I had made my point, so I went after snother common mis-
conception. Are there religious snd mon-religious Folk?

- I know you'll diessgree, but I've got to say yes. Half of mll
Americane don’t belong to a church or “qm.

Aren't you assuming that ths unaffilisted sre, by definition, non-
religious? Affiliestion is lergely s Western practice. In Indis pecple
goe when they wish to eny svailable Hindu, Buddhist or Teoclst shrine, snd
the temples are supported by colne tosssd by the worshippers into m box
placed in Ffront of the idol.

- Do you mean that thess

At the pessant level the pro ise of & j,_.f_-_" ous tredition is
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reduced to its simplest level: rain, -nn-,l health and -i-l'l'll'lﬂr“l:_Il.i.ty. and
sll the religions of a perticuler srea refract similar socisl snd
cultural sttitudes. It's only &s civilizetion becomes mores complex
thet significant differences in the religious messsges appeaar. In the
literate circles of Asia, religious identification is a more formal
afFeir and s Hindu Brehmin snd & Tecist priesst will be conscious of

di FFerences.

My point is thet religion is never limited to thes ectivity of e
shrine or temple. AReligion permeates life. This cen be sesn most
c¥arly in medieval societies where there was no constitutionasl division
between church and state. In the shtet]l Jewish values psrmeated all of
life, The school teught the Torah curriculum. The courts dispensed
Tormh law. Homes and shops kept the Sabbath snd everyons cbserved the
dietary laws. Judsism set the norms of sveryday life. HRAeligion snd tha
daily routines were intimetely connected, snd sven those who srs not
plous lived within & world permeated by Judaism's traditions, velues
and hopes.

Here, by the way, is a partiasl explanation of the paradox that
many of the Founding Fathers of tha State of lsrsel who spsnt their
lives creating = Jewish national homs would not enter & synagogus. The
herd lives snd poverty of the Families in Europe had turned them into
doctrineire sociamlists who looked on Judaism as sn impediment to raising
the consciousness of the Jewish proleterist. Thay wanted the workers
to change their ob jective political situstion by dirsct sction rathsr
then to be patient until God would send the Messishj yest, their up-
bringing, ®snd the snti-semitism of Eurcpe’s Christisn radicsle, sgein an
interesting juxteposition of terms, channealed thelr ensrgles into sn
sctivist version of the sge-old messisnic dream of tha religion they

di sparaged.

< But that world dossn’t exist sny mors. Judsiem is only ons Facet

e — .




of my life. I don't ses Jewishness very much outside tha synsgogue.

Dur society is a pluralistic one, ona of the First and the few

that the world has ever known, The traditional religions no longer permeats

and domimate the culture., But I would still -';'HUI that religion permeates
our lives. 1 would srgues that religious values snd visions affect us
in all aspects of ocur lives. I would mot argus that Jewish religious
values are the only ones which affect most Americen Jews or that Cheistisn
religious values sre the only ones which affect most Christians, even
the born egain. I suspect that all of us esre deeply affected by America's
civil religion.

- What's a civil religion?

When writers describe a civil religion, thay mean a set of
ethical rules and a utopian vision which enjoy widespread sgresment among
the citizens of a nation, ideas and hopes which sre affirmed and cele=
brated by that nation'’s institutions and holidays. Civil religions are
modern phenomena. As long as there wes an officis]l state=church, the
church lifted up both naticnal as well as theological values, With dis-
establishment of the church and the growth of seculerism, the civil 1life
began to take on religious aspects and to refrsct what cen only bes called
religious values. The law will refrasct shered sssumptions sbout human
natura and broad purposs mnd thess in turn will inform sll public debste
mrnd the schoel curriculum and be sanctified in national holidays and
anthems. I

- Why?

Hecause no MH
ligious vision is .m-
involves a set

. -L_i‘
of 1life -".-
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Dbservers have described America’s civil religion ss = ssculer
humanism which affirma socisl justice; the sutonomous individuel, the
Bill of Rights, public walFare, thes work athic snd humean brotherhood.
Honesty compels me to add that this cluster of ideas and institutions

mlso includes intense individualiem, h-ppl.hll- through having, and =

goodly amount of chasuvinism. Americe's civil religion provides sll the |
necessary slements of a religious Faith: = promise of the Ffuture, = ssnses
of common purpose, and a social and personasl ethic. Instead of Micah's
synthesis of the Biblical trasdition I have cited, this Faith's watoch=

word is President Kennedy's Famous motto: "Ask not what your country can

do For youj; ask what you can do For your country. . «+" Its commandmeants

are those of socisl service, Its holidays sre the Fourth of July, the

second Tuesday in November, and Thankegiving Desy. Its symbols are the

Fleg and the ballot and its liturgy includss the Fledge of Allegiesmom.
Ite messianic vision is of a humana republic, secure in peace and
established in justice. Not every Americsn who is unchurched beslongs to
this tradition; in ouw heterogenscous soclsty thers sre s number of
racial snd ethnic sub-cultures which build walles sgasinst these ldeas;
and counter-culture groups who hold te their own distinct visions end
consciously espouse an anti-civil religien, Every religion has its
dissenters and heretics and America’'s civil religion is no exception.

- How can cne ba @ Jew end & civil religioenist, iFf thers is such

a word, st the sams time? I ‘thought thet in such metters it was one

religion to a customear .
Beceuse many of the major promises snd premises of Americes’s
eivil religion are, sfter all, ths m of H].I whose roote rested
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religion a seculer version of the clder Faith,
Most Americans are products of the public schools snd so shars

many values, including that of cpennees, which the civil religion em-

phasizes. When the President of the Southern Besptist Alllance pro-

nounced that God did not hear the prayesrs of Jews, his prnpri-hl-'-y
attitude towsrds God grated sgesinst the sssumptions of the civil reli-
gion and he was widely criticized, It takes chutzpsh to insist that f
you know to whom God listens, but had this narrow=-minded fellow spoken

ms he did to & society where the civil religion did mot encourage cpan-

nese mll that Martin Luther King suggested when he said: "We must

lesrn to live together ss brothers or we shall perish togesther as

Fools", most would have nodded in sgreement. After sll, classic
Christianity sccepts literally Jesus' words ms repeated in the New
Testament: "No one shall come to God sxcept through Me."

- 1 can understand civil religion bescause I see its ceremonies
and concepts in my life. The national anthem before a sports svent,
Thankegiving and the Fourth of July. The terms of our politicsl debates.
What I don't sse is Judsism’s message. A Few candles and the holideys

, but what else is therse. I know I'm an American, but how am 1 =
Jew?

In more ways than you're swere of. The religious imprint lis,
like indelible ink, mlmost impossible to ersse and, under certaslin con-
ditions, strikingly visible. Thes importance of sducstion to ths Jew is
s cese in point, The Jew may never resd s Jewish classic, but college
is ®= must, One of the hardeat counssling tasks & rabbi cen have is when
he tries to convimnce l!_"'ll'.lll that their child is not college materisl
and ought to lesrn s trade., Judaism has conditioned all of us in meany
ways, I know that's not a fully satisfactory snswar, but I promise you
wea'll soma back to the guestion. It*s esntral to our whole worth,

g
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- You have said that there ars no irreligious plnplit but I've

got a Friend who is an astheist,

Atheism involves unprovable convictions and, =t lemet in that

sense, atheism is his religion. 1 suspesct that ke has converted to

America's ecivil religion without being consclious of his =sct. E-rt-inlﬂ'
he remains emmeshed in i set of religious values and hopes.

- Where is God in the civil religion? I've always assumed you
don't have a religion if you don't have & god.

The most successful religious movements of this century, Leninism
and Msoism, sre atheist and consider the Ged-focused traditions to be
opiates of the massas.

- Communism is anti-religious. How cen you caell it s religion?

Communism, despite the uncompromising meterialistic ideclogies,
is, in fect, almost a mirror image of medieval Christianity. PFortreits
of saints hang high in vast ceremonisl halls, Msuscleums which contain
the bodies of the patrisrchs are objects of pilgrimege. A coneecrated
scripture is interpreted officially snd snyone whe quastions recsived
dogma is condemned as a heretic., Books sre censored. Only the officiel
truth may be presched. The formation of a person’s faith is carefully
supervised in pasrochial schools by m zealous clergy. Thara is aven =
messisnic promise: the great desy when the contradictions of history
will ba resolved and an sge of clessless joy will snvelop thes earth.

- 1 once lookad up religion in = dictionary. The First defini-
tion was Ffaith in Ged or gods.

Dictioneries reflect their times. IF you had plcked up an sarlier
sdition you would have Ffound religion defined as Faith in the Christ,
which is the way the First Eurcpsan dictionsries reflscted the perochisl
self-confidence of medisval Christendom, Becasuse Christianity tesught
that it replsced Judsism ss God's chosen vehicle, ‘Judsism was sometimes
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mccorded in these dictionaries the status of & Fossil religion, As the
West came to recognize that it did mot represent the whole of human
culture, the liet of religions was enlerged to include Islam, Buddhism,
Hinduism snd the Chinese treditions. Whsn Western scholars began to
study the texts of Theravada Buddhism and the Confucian classice they
perforce recognized that they hed listed as religions traditions which
did mot inmsist on Faith in = personal god or goda. By the late nine-
teenth century dictionasries began to broaden their definition: "A way
of life in sccord with authorized :ﬁlﬂhirﬂ.‘" er "Faith that ths truth
is krnown."

The modern study of religions begean whan students shifted thelr

interast From Form to function., Aituals are colorful, but a religion's

redemptive ideas sre crucisl snd determinative of its charscter and im- 1

pact and represant the heart of the enterprise, Thers is now a growing

awarenass that the flield of religion includes sny cluster of ideas which

pull a society's valuaes together snd certify its hope. Like it or not,
idol worship and Marxist ideology ere religious phenomena,; and the next
generations of dictionaries will certsinly reflect this understanding.
- Aren’'t s lot of Israslies anti-religioua? Ouwr cousins visited
us recently., We invited them to go to services with us. Thesy made it
clear that they weren't interested. They hadn’t been in s synagogues

since they left Europe thirty yesrs asgo. -

There is an Israell civil religion just as there is sn Americen i
one. Israel's n.i.vi.i religion picks up meny traditioral Jewish slemants: [
the sense of peoplehood, the vision of Zion redeemed in justice, and
the centrality of the Hebrew Bible to Jewish life. Isrsel’s civil re- ¢
ligionista treat thae Bible as a litersry clesssic rether than Scripture,
but its values and idiom permeates the soclety, validetes ths nation’s
claim to the land, provide the wellspring of an importsnt tradition of

socis]l jdealism, express their spscial senss of Jerusalem'’s holiness and |
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root the national celender and language in & distant snd romantic past,
- Defining religion is getting complicated.
The lebel, religious, ies & tricky one. In Isrsel there is =

well-krnown political division between thoss who call themselves dlti;

religious, and lo-dati, the non-religious. Lo-deti oppose administretive

arrangements which give rabbiniec authorities contreol over the leaws of

parsonal status, They proposas the saparation of synesgogue and state.

Not surprisingly, & number of sctive snd effiliated synagogue Jews are
lo-dati. IF I lived in Israsl II would be smong them,.

Sometimes I simply describes religion as that cluster of ideas eand
hopes which we couldn't give up without changing whet's in our souls,

- I've always Felt that my Ffriend, John, is religious though he
proteste that he is mot, He belisves in human decency, the publie
school system, affirmative sction, the inevitablility of asrms control
and world govermment, He arguss that these ideas sre purely retional
statements, but he's uncomfortable if they ere challernged., I have
tried to tell him that his idealism comes Ffrom s Faith in the goodness
of the human being and the possibility of transforming the socisl order
fFor the better, ideas that can’t be proven from history or by asny re=
saarch, but he insists lﬂl idess are puresly scientific.

When an ides is hotly defesnded you can be pretty sure it's pert
of that person's religious system, Ouwur depsndence on a religious system
whose teachings and symbole confirm our sense of order is decisive in
mmintaining our composure snd balance in the Feces of life’s challenges.
Any challenge to these sssumptions thresatena our soul .

- Is that why I rerely have had an easy conversation with non-
Jawish friends .m religion?

The question was rhetorical. '-I'h- camp loudspeaker crackbed with
a call to sports. I msked them to think over m persgrsph from George ‘

-
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Santayana's Aesson in Aeligion: "Every living and healthy Ffllﬂiﬁﬂ has
a marked 1dinwm;"-=y. Its power consists in its speciel and surprising
message and in the bias which thet revelation gives to life. The vistas
it opens and the mysteries it propounds srs snother world to live in -
whather we expect ever to pess wholly over into it or no - is what we-
mean by having = religion." Let's talk mors after lunch about the fect
that religions perform the seme functions in all societies, but esre
substantively quite distinct,

- Do you mean that Judasism snd America's civil religion sre not

as closely mllied as I tend to think?

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




Chapter 2

MY FAITH AND OUR RELIGION

We picked up the conversation ss if there had not been = brealk,

- Aeligion is a private matter. I will make up my own mind., No
ane is going to tell me what to believe.

They slready have. No one lives soclo. You speak ll‘:d think in
Emglish. Your attitudes have been shaped by the mass media, suburbias,
what you have read, the conventional wisdom and your homa. HNo one
starts = religlous search with an unprogrammed mind. You bescome an
"I" gnly when you sccept your conditioning and transcend 1t much as &
great artist masters the disciplines of his medium in order to use them
to express his vision., The paresnt who keeps his child out of religious
school end keeps ritual out of the home so the child will be fres lster
to make up his mind denies him the opportunity to experlience sasily
and raturally the wermth and encoursgement of = religiocus tradition; and,
since youth is thirsty fer the sense of high purposes and bracing moral
challenge that religion provides, his child will probably search Ffor =a
eubstitute For what he is denied, and may letch onte a teaching that
cannot provide the sensitivity and balence of & main line tradition.

I used to suggest to such parents that sn informed decision wes
wiser than one based on ignersnmcs, but that srgument, despite ite
validity, made little impression. Major ssgments of ouwr culturs make
such & virtus of independence thet meny will not sdmit, howsver often
it is demonstrated to them, that self-relisnce often develops best in
an snvironment charscterized by conviction snd standeards. 1 now simply
observe that children left on their own may not have to shed whan they
become sdults @ Jewish imprint but thet they will have to free themsslves
of the imprint of ths rather cosrss snd self-indulgent materislist end
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hedonist culture whose values sre consecrated on the television they

watch every Sabbeath morning snd most other times.

- I'm puzzled by mll this talk of environment and community. I
was tamught that religion was what a person does with his sclitariness
and the idea made senses to me.

Someone gquoted Alfred North Whitehead to you)] unfortuneately this
is ma cese where s Fine logiciean was gullty of imprecision. He wrote
religion when he really meant Faith. Feith says: 1 believe. Feith is
vour private understanding of your religion. HRAeligion represents what
a community believes. It is the corporates and symbolic expression of
the values and vision of the community of which you esre a part. 0Our
religion envolves ths synagogues, scripturss, holideys, ritusls, proverbs,
myths, liturgies, ethical values and sacred symbols which pressnt snd
represent Judaism's speciasl and surprising message.

The distinction between Ffaith and religion is importent becesuse
it mllowse us to understand how a Jaw, B El'r;i.ltiln, ® Muslim mesy esch
have faith in a personal god, but will inevitebly express their Fesith in
distinct ways, how it happens that ths consequences of their falith for
their lives will be quite distinct. Feith,insvitably, ies colored by asnd
refrected through = religion. In building = Feith we draw on ouwur re-
ligious tredition. Faith smerges from religion ss the English scientist-
suthor put it: "One cennot ilnvent a religion."

- What then is religlous I‘Hﬂrl.-'ﬂﬂ

It’s = binding experience, s resching out to something spprehended
but mot yet comprehended, during which the religion cessss to be out
thers somewhere and becomes pert of us, Eerly in this century = German
scholer, Audolph Dtto, described the sense of coming slive to one's
religion as & responss to ultimeates reality, s ssnas of touching and
being deeply sffected by & reality bayond what is known In sveryday

-
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experience, Otto used the term numinous For the emotional aura which
surrounds the moment when the mysterious reality which lies beyond the
world of common experisnce. Otto, = rnon=Jeaw, Found tha numinous present
on various occasions, including s Yom Kippur service in & small North
AfFrican synagogue. The worshippers wars in white. The chant was
minor-keyed snd repetitive. The congregation moved with an hyprnotic sway
which swept the worshippers out of themeelves and clearly took them
beyvond crdinery feelings end thoughts.

I am sure others have sensed the numinous in a May Dey parade
o ® Nuremberg Rally or sn African tribal dsnce. In each case the
moment was special and the music and rituasl distinctive; emotions flowed
and the perticipsnts felt confirmed snd consecrated., Jews usa thes term

f!m:lu-hn, holinesa, to describs out special percepticn of the numinous,

- I heve troubls mssociating holiness with the elation of young
Communists on Red Squars on May Day.

1 do, too, but I do mot doubt that Ivan cen have = religious high,
s numinous experisnce, which confirms all that has basn taught him
about duty snd the future. The Fact that you can Eay ‘I believa' does
not validate what you baliesve in.

Over time esch religion conditions its communicants to sssociste
certain values with their confirming experiences. Kedushs is both the
general sense of that reality which stands bayond, beshind snd within
the world of ordinary sxperisnces and s particulesr- sense of ths matures
of that reslity - for ths Jewish tradition this msent s particuler sanse
of the neture of God. Esrly in his cereer ths prophst Isalah enteresd
the Temple in Jerusalem, felt the inrush of s quickening spirit, God's
spirit, mnd spoks spontsnscusly, "Holy, Hely, Holy is the Lord of Hosts,
the whole earth is Full of m>M mmﬂ-‘i enshrined in the
deily liturgy, have becoms | '
experiences.
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- They wers not yet ready to discuss theology. HReligion's
public neture was still & troubling idea. Why must my feith involve
synesgogues and public rites? The Fact that the religious life has
included tribal dences, the procession of imeges and ﬂnr‘gr'-gil'hil;lﬁll
worship doesn't mean thet it cen’t stop. Haven't we progressed beyond
needing these crutches?

Why does it bother you so much?

Because once institutions emerge, coercion is inavitable. Re-
ligions have crussades, inquisitions, and censorship to their discredit.

Schools both educate and indoctrinate, Hospitals cure and unneces-
sarily prolerng lives, Religicus inmstitutions, baing human inmnstitutions,
always leave a spotty record, Though they deal with ultimate valuss snd
messiasnic goals, religiorns serve human beings, Nnot angals. All humsn
imstitutions are ripe with contradictions, but wa cannot do without tham.
If Judaism were disconnected From pacple and institutions, ths draam
would Float irrelevantly high sbove us in the mir. Since it is comnected
to us it inavitably absorbs all our limitations and complications. Why
must religion be pristine when nothing else in liFe is?

~ Because religions claim to teach truth snd define right snd
duty. Unfortunately synagogues can be snobbish end cleass conscious,
end rabbis sren’t saints.

You're quoting Jeremish perhaps without knowing it. "From the
sms] lest to the greatest, thay sre all greesdy For gein: prissts and
prophet alike, they all sct F-Iﬂln"t(t:wqﬂlnn- ore made up of
Fallible people like ourselves snd operate in the confusing world which.
is where we live. FAabbis sre pescple snd sub ject to mll the infirmities
of the spirit. A dresm cen bs clesn and l:l"‘llt-u- of compromiss, but reslity
is dusty snd Full of gentle and not so gentles contradictions.

Judeism has nsver claimed that ites MIHIII!'II-“ lsaders were
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frea of error or besyond reprosch, Thes synsgogue ia an entirely human

imstitution. It is one thing to celebrate God snd snocoursges ths saarch
For meening Bnd quite snother to demand that ungquestioned loyalty be

shown to any religious institution or leader.

I'd be the Firet to sgree that terrible crimes have been com-
mitted in the name of religion. In mosgques scross the Near East
Islamic immems regulerly preach Jjihed, = holy war against Isreel. The
Pope, John Paul 11, hes censoresd well-known Roman Catholic theologians
who guestioned the Church's doctrine of pepal infallibility. Meocism
has its rectificetion centers and Aussiesn Communism its mental hospitals,
In Israel the rebbinate have imposed their quthority in the area of the
rules of personal status on those who willingly sccept the yoke of
the law and those who do mot. We confront here an inescapsble human
dilemma. We can’t do without raligion snd Few groups posssss anough
humility, of self-disciplines, not to need to impose trua' values, thelr
values, on others. FAeligion certifies what is right snd right=minded

pesople tend to be impatient and intolersnt.

The theology's in plesce. Ultimate truth belongs to God alons.
We believe, but, when sll is said snd done, we cannct be sure, An old
tescher of mine used to say: "Our sbility to do justice snd love mercy
will often depend on how wall we hava learned to walk humbly with our
God." The Torsh takes pains to drive homs ths point: "My ways sre not
your ways, says the Lordj; snd my thoughts ars not your thoughts. Just as
the hesvens sre holier than the sarth, so sre my thoughts higher then
your thoughts." Somshow we must mprry patience to principle) it's not
easy, but the problem is not the institutionslization of religion, which
is in eny n—-wiﬂrmp mﬂmm to the in-
evitability of humsn Fallibility. Faith insvitably tends towsrds
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A group cen do more harm than the singls person.

And more good. When wa think sbout religion only in visionary
terms, no realistic thinking sbout the development of soclal justice
programs and no effective plamning fFor the development of the skills of
spiritual growth is possible. You neesd organization tu establish schools,
synagogues, libraries, retreats, welfars service, salf-halp sgencies,
and the like.

A synagogue offers congregation, an and to loneliness; a calendar
of effective ceremonies and holidays which remind the Jew of the joys
mnd duties of the religious life, the wisdom of the tradition snd its
moral challermge. Synagogues exist bescausa we are social beings whose
ideas and values are both refined and strengthened by being shered. Song

liturgy, drama, the sermon are creations by the congregastion for ths con=

gregation.

The synagogues was Nnot treated as a sanctusry or sccorded any
specim]l deference. It's = people’s plece. Thers sre no rooms you
can't enter, The service is mot conducted behind a screen bayond which
the leity may not pass. In Ffeot, there is no lnity. Anyons can lead
the service, read from the Torsh or presch. Often between services the
worship room became a classroom,

= What sbout the Temple in Jerusalem?

The Temple had & Holy of Holiss which only the High Priest would
enter and varlious courtysrds reserved For verious slite groups smong
which the priest class was presminent. It was scocorded specisl veners-
tion snd was the goal of pilgrims. The Templs service was orgesnized by
priests. No ordinary Isrselite could perform at the slter. But once
the Temple was destroyasd ﬂ-dﬂﬁtﬂm‘lﬂl‘l broks out of the almost
s brand new, never m e synagogue. Actuslly
the seads of thiws w: | :; .' :" v 4 oub -"'-:1": : ™ w’ j;n the informel
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community centers which Jews organized wherever they lived, whare holi-
dn; and Sabbath prayers were sung, the Torah read and discussed and com=
munity business debated.

The First rebbis turned these proto-synagogues into sanctuerlies
by ruling that I-‘L.Iﬂh. ritusls as the blowing of the Shofar and the
handling of the lulesv and ethrog, once limited to the Temple, could, now
thet the Temple had been destroyed, be cbserved in the synagogue. How-
ever, they did mot sllow the synasgogus To become m place which sanctified
privilege. Anyone could enter, snyohs, &t least any male, conduct
emrvices. The synagogue is a megting house rather than a cathedral, =
nlace whers the individual counts. Nine rebbis do not make & minyen.
Ten laborers do.

- But why are religious folk so difficult to desl with? 1 tried
the other day to talk with a Fundamantalist Friend about Darwin snd the
theory of Evolution and it was like talking to = stone wall. Though it
was clear he didn’t Fully understand them, he dismissed Darwin's unproved
theories. Genesis I was the inerrant word of God.

Aeligious questions -—-!Hgygi:ul questions which sare asked
cmimly and snswered dispassionastely, but urgent questions which must be
answered convincingly if wea sre to live happily and i-wlr. There is
tremendous psychic energy bshind the religious quest end, once we have
answcrs that satisfy us, we do not readily let loose of tham. Redemp-
tive ideas integrstes our personslity snd provide strength and ssnity.
We gamble our lives en them. It would h- mednesse to let go, which is

why we humans tend te be st our most unreasonable and unylelding in this

Let me illustrste this gll.ﬂl from Jewish history. Imegine s
Martian, one who ie r-ﬂuh-ul.ﬂ-ﬁ?m us., Imagine that sometime
L > '-.'P. .-I."'._'l..l
during his visit he resds a history of lu'.'l_l-"l Jows. Surely, he would
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shake his hesd sadly over the long chronicle of pescple psnned into
ghettoes, made to weasr badges which declered them as perishs, and re-
peatedly beaten and maesacred by Crusader and Cosssck. 1 might slso
wonder, if 1 were this Martisn, why these Jews didn't simply msccept
baptism and get out from under. Wouldn't mass conversion heve bsen the
sensible thimg to do? Hoely water cannot drown the soul end since no one
cen lock imto snother's soul and Jews would have survived, gdined
security snd bettered themseslves economically at the same time thet they
continued to believe whatever they wanted to belisvas.

- Dur Mertiesn friend had better be told sbout the Inquisition.

Aight, some Jews did think like ouwr Ffriend; but, in many pesople's
minds, once @ Jew mlways m Jaw. Those who converted wers segrsgatad out
ma New Christisns and for generstions their sctions and Ffalith wers sub-
jected to constant scrutiny by the Inquisition sand their femilies were
sub jected to verious forme of sociel diserimination. But the point of
this {llustraetion is that most Jews neaver considersd conversion a live
eption. To convert would have been to adopt = set of sacred symbols
which did mot convey any real sense of reassurancs and to deny the tesch-
imgs which did. They would have had to give up thelr sense of dignity,
their sense of purposs, their confidence in God's reward - the religlon
that had mesning for them snd gave coherence to thelir lives. They held
Fast because they could not have lived with themsslves if they had done
otherwise.

You smile, but would wa do uthll-*l.l.-;? If suddenly America were
ruled by thoss who demanded. that we affirm an slien ideclogy end submit
our lives to Foreign suthorlty, wa, too, llﬂl';‘! makes a desparsts stand
for thes values, the dignity, snd ths sense of self we now take For
granted. Our defisnce might ba haplesa, but thesrs srs valuss ws cennot
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and will not compromise.
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- Instituticonal religion affirms treditional doctrines. What if

1 don't agree with some or all? How can I hun.-r...ly affirm deoctrines 1
don't agrea with?

Aeligious bodies tend to Formulate their tsschings, but tl"l"ll
Formulas are never more than an espproximation of what the Feithful
actumlly believe and the tradition sctuslly affirme. Catechisma loock
precise but in reality sre no different from any set of propositions
which attempt to reduce to language feeling, hope, & vision, an aware-
ress of ultimaste meaning, which is to say that thesy suggest but do not
exhaust, point te but do not circumscribe.

To be sure some traditions use cetechisms as a Fform of lnﬁltr
omth snd exclude or punish snyone who cannot or will mot affirm. In thie
respect, Judaism has shown remesrkesble restraint. Thers srs informing
ideas. ARAeligions, after =ll, form around a IF-II:I.II and surprising
message, but the tendency has been to stay fairly loose in such matters.
Synesgogues do not require that prospective members sign esrticles of
Faith, Before 1 was ordained, I was not required to publicelly sFFfirm
my craed,

- You haven't enswered g,y question. How cen I »fFirm ideas I
don't sccept?

You can't. You shouldn®t. ,

= Are you saying that Judaism has no doctrines?

That would be impossible. Every service includes Deuteronomy B:8:
"Hear 0 Israsl, the Lord our God, the Lord is One." God is. God is ons,
1 was suggesting thet Judeism does not require a confession of feith =s
s test of admission snd thet more weight is given in rabbinic thought
to the matter of duty then to dogme. I'm slesc saying that I don't look

on shyone's inesbility to sgres st ® particuler moment with = traditional

thu.i._!- s reason to push them out tha door. The medisval world snded



when people began to say: I will no longer mcknowladge anaother's

authority over whet I read, think or say. In the modern world, at least
in ou part of the modern world, Ffreesdom snd autoncmy sre desmed virtuesj
authority and submission sre unacceptable.

- Then I can beliasve what I want?

Who cen stop you? But Judsism will centinue to hold up end hold
sacred its speciml and surprising messssge.

- Isn't that s form of domination?

No, simply the statement that thers is a specisl snd surprising
message envolved which you might wish to learn about. Don'’t make =
dogma out of Freedom. When & religious body has the power of the state
at its beck and call, that pewer can be both dangerous and corrupting,
but when, as in the case of the Americen synsgogus, the only power it
possesses is the power of suggestion and exemple, then calling its Forms
coercive is inappropriate.

- If dogmas sren't critical why esre religions so busy ringing
doorbells end sending out missionary litersture? Why cen't they leave
othars alone?

- I've mlways besn proud Jews don’t meintain missions.

Two thousand yesrs ago, the Aomen Empirs was the scans of an
sctive Jewish missionsry cempasign. It ended only when it was proscribed,
after Jews became known ss troublemskers snd rebels becsuse of their
revolts sgeinst the Empire, and particulsrly after Christisnity became
the imperiml religion. As a small minority in both the Christisn and
Muslim worlds, missionary mctivity wes forbidden to the Jew, but there is
mo traditional rule Forbidding such sctivity.

Our religious ideas sre criticel to us end it's only natural that
we should sssume that they would be good for others. You question
missionsry sctivity beceuss you srs conditioned by a culture which ie

-

i



a1 -
sensitive to any Fform of -l'_‘.n.:-n_lnn. Coercion is wrong. Using Ffood or
gifts or techniques of emotional manipuletion on the poor or the weak is
contemptible; but offering your ideass For conalderation certainly cannot
be Faulted. I've often suggestad to those I thought were seeking For =
meaningful Faith that they might like to coma to ouwr services and talk
over religlous gquestions with mea.

= But you'd agree that coercion is wrong.

Emphatically.

- Talking sbout coercion, in Isrsel the H-tlnnnl AReligious Party
hes played the power game and gesined control for the rebbinate of the
administration of the laws regulsting personal status. Would you defend
this approasch? Ie it a Jewish approach?

1've already suggested that I disspprove of this srrangement. The
question of its Jewishnees, however, cannot be as sasily answered.
Ambbinic Judaism shaped itself during the centuries when the Jewish com-
murity was self-governing and assumes ss a matter of right that, in =
Jewish state, Jewish law should be enforced. They argue that thers must
be lew, and what better law could thers be than God’s? Calvin's Genava
and Khomeini's Iran were/are based on the same d.nlpt.'l.v-lr simple and
medieval logic. The problem is not that rebbinie regulestions are neces-
sarily unacceptable; in general rabbinic law is both functional and
sensible, but that the present arrangement was imposed on the citizerry
as the result of politicisns bargaining rather than by a democratic
process snd, so, does hot command the legitimecy public law must have to
be effective in &= Free society. The problems of church-state relation=
ships sre complex ones. Look st the pressures in our Far more pluraslistic
ssciety for prayer snd Christmas chorales in the publiec schoole.

- Why can't religion content iteelf with moments of guiet worship?
Why must it intrude itself into pecple’s lives: Sunday Blue laws, the

-
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right-to-1ife campaign, Federal msid to parochisl schools?

How can it not involve itself? Religion's specisl and surprising
message envolves the whole of life and so necessarily includes politicel
as well ms private concerns. IF God is just and merciful, what i=s more
matures]l than to assums that Judeism requires the creation of & just snd
merciful society? The prophets understend this clearly and the Torah
presents the rules through which holiness, ss the Isreslites understood
the term, would become part of the socisl order: tithing ona's fField,
Freming the slave each sabbaticml yesr, Just weights and just measures,
a carefully orgenized judiciesl system.

- But why is religion so often on the wrong side?

It'’s mot, You notice the politics of a prescher of the sctivi-
ties of ® religious body when you disagres. When you sgress, you say
they're doing what they should be doing. Did it boether you that Reverend
Martin Luther King led the early struggle for recisl Jul_ltl.ﬂl or that
rabbis like Stephen Wise and my Father led the struggle Ffor a Jewish
State?

- You're saying that the church and synagogue should be in
politiecs.

It depends on how you define politics. No religlous body ought
to mlign itself with the narrow smbitions of sny politicien or political
party; but, when it comes to sociel polisy snd the questions which in=
volve tha future of life on this earth, a religious group must enter
the politiceal srena if only to witness to their convictions.

- Aren’t there Christisns who srgue that their tradition ie
one of plety, not politics? I'va hesrd them quote such texts =S "Render
unto Camesar those things which sre Cassar's snd to God those thinge
which belong to God" and "My kingdom is not of this world."

One of the surprises of the 1980 Presidentisl cempaign was the

-
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abandonment by many evangelicel groups of this traditional ‘Hends off"’
attitude towsrds politica. I've long falt that those groups avoided

politics less because of thesa texte than becsuse so many of America’s
institutions were shaped by their traditions. Scheools are out during
Christmas and Easter week, Sunday is not I- work day. Their sttitude
changed, I believe, &s they recognized thet American 1ife, now wonderfully
pluralistic, no longer supportad their velues., I was intrigued that the
moral maturity Focused on the issue of prayer in the public schools.

This seemed to be a way to regsin control and politics seemed the only
way to turn America around their way.

In the Jewish scheme of things politices is sccepted as an area of
legitimete religious interest beceuse plety is not trested as en end in
ireelf,. Isaish heard God say, "Who has asked this of you to tremple my
cowrts., . . 1 cannot endure iniguity slons with the sclemn sssembly."
God did not allow Moses to stay guietly in Midian enjoying domesticity
with his wife and scna. Thea rebbinate is an sctive profession, not &
withdrawal into secluded piety.

I once visited an old synegogue in Lisbon. The wall Fscing the
entrance door contained psrhaps B dozen slots, sesch lerge enough to re-
ceive Folding money. A brasss plate msbove sach slot bore the name of a
service orgeanization: Hachnesst Ksllsh, society for providing dowries to
brides; Bikkur Holim, society For the cers of thea sickj Hevrah Kaddisha,
burisl society., The walfsra of ths community wes the business of the
community. Ne nonsense in this, or any, synagogue sbout the shiftless
poor. A roof aver cna's head and food on the table srep the result of herd
work and mezzal, goecd Ffertune. The psoplae who worshipped hers scoepted
the ides that today's giver might wall ba tomorrow's reciplent, they
spoke Familisrly of a wheal of fortuns, snd this community by conviotlion
snd necessity beceme ® primery snd sustsining Fellowship.

—
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- 1 want to go bsck to this business of pressing your viesws on
others, 1 was slways told: it doesn’t matter what you believe soc long
ms you believe, so why should the r--lig.lnu- cere where you belong ms long
as you belong somewhere? |

We're beck to the fFact that svery religien forms sround =
special and surprising message. Judalsem, Christianity, Islem, Buddhism,
Leninism, Mesoism, Naziism and, yes, the Moonies and ths Peocple's Temple,
each repressnt s religlon, yet, obviously, we would pass quite dif-
Ferent judgments on esch. Religion is not good. Aeligion is not bad.
Aeligion eimply is. Everyocns is religiously involved: soma with tha
traditiornal religions of the Wast; others with cults; others with
sconomic or politicel ideclogies; others with a hesler or gurd. It ie
a matter of some conssquence which tradition you affiliste with.

- Doesn't everyons have a right to believe what thay want to
believa?

You cennot stop a person from bslisving errent nonsanse, but
religions impect significently on their communicants and their com-
munities snd must be judged by theses consequences. Pragmatic judg-
ments can be made, indeed, must be made. A religious tredition like
Nazliem, which excites the blood lust, Fesds an imperislist national
ego, lesuds s recist myth, and subordinstes men to s Fushrer, clearly
is pernicious. One tradition encoursges independent study snd inter-
pretation of its Scripture, snother demands totsl submission to sccle-
sisstical suthority. Buddhism sncoursges ssceticiem snd withdrawsl.
America’s civil religion sncoursges involvement and social action.
Cleassic Christisnity and Islem tesch the deamnation of non-communicants
while other religions, Judeiem smong them, harp lees on the theme that
God spproves only of their membership. A religious trsdition like
Judaism which sncoursges morsl discipline, socisl justice, the cultivation
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of the mind, &an individuel's Freesdom under God and the tiss of human
Fellowship, has much to commend it.

Some yesrs msgo the National Advertising Council sponsorsd =
cempeign to promote religion in American life. Billbosrds went up
emblazoned with the motto: "It matters not where you go on Sunday, :ju-‘
go." In the background, behind the legend, you nnuid =se & dome, =
sepire and & number of cther identifisble ecclesiasticel roof lines. In
point of Fect, it is a matter of momant, not only which religion you
afFiliste with, but which group within = religious polity. The religion
of the Crusaders was the samae, yet quite different, Ffrom that of
Francis of Assisi. Liberal Judaism differs in emphasis and sssumption
From that of the ultra-orthodox in Iersel who hurl -anathsmeas snd stones
st those who ride on the Sabbath.

I decided to tesch my group & Hebrew phrass, le'havdil, to dis-
tirguish. In common spesech whan scomescns suggests that thers were dif-
Ferences in quality or kind between phanomena of the same ordser thay

say _.'l_g"hgvdil- So the sentence: Jim Jonas, the charismatic leader of

the nine hundred and some whe drank the cyanide in Jonesstown and

le'havdil Mertin Luther King were ministers in the Civil RAights Move-

ment; or the Jonestown commune snd le’havdil en Israsli kibbutz repre-

sent rursl utopisn communes. In the religious srea ona must constantly

make le'havdil judgments.

- I think of Jonestown ss = cult not a religlion.

It's @ distinction without = sifnificent difference and rather-
revealing of & culturesl squeamishness sbout taking & long herd lock at
the phenomenon which is religlion. We and owr --::Il- tend to reser~ve the
term religion For people and traeditions we spprove: Christisnity,
Judmism, Buddhismi; while cult is reserved for the likes of the Moonles,

the Church of God and thas People's Temple, sctivitises of which the socclety
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domss not fully spprove. Yet, until the Ffatal day when the community
drank cysnide, the Pecple’'s Temple remained an sccredited member of the
Disciples of Christ, a mainline Protestant denomination. I would sug-
gest that the difference between & cult and @ religion is not a dis-
tinction based on social valus, cone would hardly call Neziiem m cultj
but, rather, a distinction based on intensity end size. Cults are small
groups of religious people who are a little hotter about their feith

than ordinary comgregations snd who Feal that they slone will be re-

deemed or that they alone possesa The Truth.

Cults have emerged in svery religious tradition and in every sge.
Whenaver the mainline traditions cool down, or whenever the socliety is
convulsed, cults asppear besring s compalling dream, demanding a trans-
valuation of values, the kind of whole-hasarted commitment which will
hastern salvation, Like sun spots, cults signal an sruption of spiritual
energy: sSometimes there arse more eruptions and sometimes less; but there
is mlways an outfFlow of power from the source. Most cults, like Jonsh's |
gourd, sppear one night and disappesr the next. Some abort. Some explode.

A Few emerge and become mainline religions. When Jesus snd his disciples
wandered sbout the Galilee the citizens of Tiberiss dismissed them as
bizerre cultists who refused to sttend to their family, civic, and
business responsibilities out of & crazy bellef that the world was sbout
to end and that it was imperative that thsy prepers for Judgment Day.
When the Pharisees refused to sat at any other table but ons set by

their own, thay, too, weras scorned ss cultists who set ritual pleties
sbove the mormal courtesies nl‘_' hospitality, and sven the tiess of Femily.

Cults sre not by definition good or bad. Cults are, and, like
the mainline traditiona, must be judged on thelr sctivities. But this
much can be said of all culta. Cult psople sre intesnss and makes the

cult's teachings the urmedisted Ffocus of thelr lives. Most pscple hava

-
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s Family life and & work life mss well as religious interests, The

cultist says: 'if I don't mct noaw it will be too late. I've no time For
anything else’. A cult member is unlikely to have sufficlent perspective
on his group to judge its mctions. OFften they cen bes saved from them=
selves only by forcesble deprograsmming. Cults are led by prophets who
have hesrd God or seen the light rether than by pastors who have read
about thosea who have heard God.

= You're talking sbout Fanaticism.

What one person calls fanaticism, snother labels commendable zeal.
Cults can be salutory or dangerous, depsnding on the beliefs around
which the group has rallied, the leasder who geins suthority, and what
subsequent generations make of their inheritancei but all suffer from
the dangers which Flow from an excess of zesl. Judeism has not been
immune to zealous excess; no religlon is; but untrammeled zeal has neaver
been held up as an absolute virtua. The Telmud warns: do not be
righteous overmuch. The Torash traedition refusad to sxalt sny radicel
anti-rationalism, the mind was never to be turned off. An often quoted
line from the book of Proverbs makes the point: "only fools scorn
wisdom and dilnlplinll'/rdu sage srguess s Mertin Luther did thst "reason
is the greatest enemy that faith has; it never comes to the aid of
spiritual things, but mors often than not struggles sgainst the Divine
Wword, treating with contesmpt mll that smanated From llnd}'fln lsrasl
learning was a Form of plety snd wisdom pliety’s handmeid.

- Explain to me then why we read the Akedeh svery Yom Kippur. As
I remember the story, God :ln.ndl that Abraheam sacrifice his son Issecj
Abraham submits and is clearly praissd for his sctions. Yet, only = man
who hed set mside resson and good sense, not to speak of Fatherly Ffeelling,
would have sgreed to the sct. Luther would have been proud of him. I

wouldn't call Abrasham's response sn sncoursgement of criticsl reason,
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I'm ot sure I call his sct balanced or sane.

The Protestant theclogian and early existentislist, Soren Kierke-

gemerd, in his claessic book, Either/0Or, used ths Akedash story ss an

illustration of his srgument that the man of Faith must be prepered to
put eside Family Ffeeling, all normsl senses of morality, when he hesars
the commanding voice. Kierkegasrd srgued that the demands of Ffeith
are unconditiomnal snd that thes way of salvation required s total com-
mitment to the spirit of Geod as it moves within the human soul. The be-
liever must be preparsd to risk asll: femily, security, love, position.
Kiesrkegaserd calls this attitude "= telecleogical suspension of the
ethical,” There is high drema in bold commitment, but his approasch
sends shivers down my spine. How does snyone who is sbsolutely con-
vinced of the rightnese of his position know that it is right or to use
symbolic terms, that God, not Satan, has spoken to him.

- Yat, wae feature this story on the High Holidays.

The Akedsh myth serves the sesme function in Judsism =ss the myth
of the crucifixion in Christienity. Christisnity begins in ths Cross.
Christisns belisve Jesus’ deeth atoned For Adem’s sin snd, For th- First
time, opened the way of sslvation to the believer. Judsism begins with
the Akedah. Jews balieve that Abrshsm's loyslty to God's commend, his
willingness to put his bsloved son to desth, serned slection, God's
specieml comcern, fFor Abresham snd his descendents, As JIIII- understood
their history, were it not Ffor Abraham’s merit, their specisl and redemp-
tive message, the covenant which God subsequently made with the one who .
had proved his fFaith, would not now bes st the center of their lives. ‘
Jews tend to emphasize the reprieve with which the Akedsh story concludas, |
which is teken as symbol of redemption. A ram is csught by its horns in ‘
a nesrby thicket. Issse nesd not be sscrificed. A well-known folk tale
tells that, after Abrshem sscrificed the rem, esngels gathered its horns
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and hid them and that they will remasin hidden wuntil the Messish. is sbout
to arrive = when thoss horns will be soundad te announce history’'s ful-
Fillment,

- But the story does glorify excess.

Kierkegamard focused on & oritical issua which =ll religions must
Face and none can Fully resolve. Beliefs should be scted on, so the irm=-
sscapable and never Fully resolvable question, how fFar should you take
your beliefs? At what point, if any, must prudence and empathy override
bedience te the religious command? You can Find Biblicael incidents
which illustrate Kierkegeard's 'cbey at mll costs' position. When Eli jsh
saw the people sccommodating themsslves to Baal worship, hes crisd out:
"How lomg will you hold betwsen two opinions? I1f the Lord is Euﬁ fFollow
Him, if God is God Follow Him"; either/orj Eli jah head no pstience with
compromise and in his »aml he ordered the slaughter of the priests of
Aaml. Moses provides & contrasting example, When the community builds
the infamous Golden Calf and dances before it, God pronounces the
nation's destruction. God tells Mosas he will reiss up ® new community
aut of Moses' own Family. Moses will mot have it. He takes his l1ife in
his hand, remember God is livid with snger, snd intercedes with God to
restrain His anger snd to reduce ths sentence which He has pronounced .
Judaiesm has and has hed its Fanaticse. GSome we reversi Jeremish, Akibe,
Elimzer Ben Yeshudah, Others we ars lemss certain of: Daniel, Shabbatal
Tzvi, the Neturei Karta. By their dildl.dﬂlll. you know them. IF our
Funestics have rerely put others to the sword this may in part be sx-
pleined by the Fsct that minorities ere rarely in = position te do ®o.
Since power corrupts, being of a persecuted minority is good For the
soul .

- I remember hesring my rabbi say that st Sinai the Iersslites
soresd to the Torsh covensnt without hesring ite terms snd that their
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trust counted as & virtue, HReligion slweys ssams to be glorifying
obedience. 1 want to know what I'm committing mysslf to.

Sinai stands for the original insights. These ere the given, the
axioms, Judsism's specisl and surprising message. These commandments
are always pre-nationic. I've slweys looked on the Sinei episcde as a
drematic stestement of the truth that ultimate truths must be taken on
Faith, but T slsoc believe thet, once theses are in place, once thers is =&
basis For thought, resson snd experience cen snd should coma into play.
All religions are based on such founding truths. Ancther distinction
among religions is thet between those which demand sbsclute submission to
the interpretations of a central suthority snd those which welcome the
treined and inquisitive mind and suggest that there is benefit in con-
stantly re-examining the meaning of the founding messsgs. The rabbis
taught that after Moses no one received = reavaelstion which proved his
interpretation of the meaning of Torsh. A prophet who claims a revele-
tion which resolves a debatsble issue is convicted cut of his own mouth
as a false prophet, The Talmud describes sn scademic debate in which
God sides with the minority snd the majority will not change their
opinions. In Judaism thers is no ona whose words sre infallible. The
Torsh tradition falls into that re-sxeminetion category. Judsism looked
on the mind s & divine gift. The daily service includes the petition,
"Favor us, 0 Lord, with knowledge, understanding and discerrment. Pralsed
be You, O Lord, gracious Giver of knowledge."” An spprosch which says ..
"the Sabbath was made For men, not mean for the Ssbbath" has taken an
sttitude of restraint towsrds revelation which werns ths beslisver not to
sst the needs of humanity sslde Ful.ﬂfiilul tc obsy the letter of the

revelation.’

- We're back to ths Sabbsth sto
bbath et
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religion is not a child'"s game or childish pegesntry, but our gsmble that
our lives have meaning. The resurgence of powerful religious energies,
end hance of Fanaticism, has besen For many one of the most surprising
Features of our century. Religion was supposed to be in sn advanced
stage of senescence. Yet, this century has sssn thsa conversion of
hundreds of millions to Communism and Macism and a powerful revival of
traditionasl religious groups in the Muslim, Christian and Jeswish worlds,
Mor is this pherncomeron limited to backward countries. Here in Americas
we have seen Billy Graham draw thousands to Football stadia, an explosion
of cults, ‘better red than dead’ bumper stickers, the born-again phenome-
rnorn and the rise of evangelism as & political Force.

Prudent peocple shun excess and prefer Aristotle’s rule of the
Golden Mean: everythimg in moderetion. Patience wedded to principle;
but Bertrand Aussell, with some merit, once described Aristotle's rule
ms & reationalizetion devised by and for the respectable middle-sged to
justify caution and compromise., If redemption depends on sascrificial
living, carn we be satiefied with the rule of cautiocus prudernce? It's a
puUuzzlemant, |

Aeligiomn is not good. Religion is not bed. AReligion is. The
religious spirit is insistent. The religlously committed sre impatient.

Judgment and commitment pull sgainst essch other For commend of our souls.



Chapter 3

CAN THE LEOPARD CHANGE HIS SPOTS

As 1 thought sbout our First day's conversation I felt that
somewhere at the heart of it was an assumption - how widespread I
couldn't tell yet = that a person can switch religions as he might turn
on or off a light switch. They talked s if someone might tmke = good
look et Judaism and decide whether to join or go eslsewhere, and that
once that decision wes made - to be or not to be - that would be that.

It'e mnot that simple. Ask sny convert, I suggested. Most will
testify to » good bit of gulilt, cultural awkwardness, and a nagging
sense of being sdrift, We've already talked about, and agreed, har..'m
much we are what our environment allows us to be. We sSpsak the language
of our times and native community. We internalize thea lessona thes com-
munity prescribes, take on the habits of our peers and, inevitably, esrs
shaped by their interests. We tend to fesl most comfortable when wa'ra
amorng people whose resctions and sigrals we instinctively understand.
The cultural imprint is deeply etched and change doesn’'t come sasily.

- Then do you believe what the Jesuits claim - that if they could

heve » child during the Firet six years of life that pesrson would baslong

to them foreverT? *
That claim may be apocryphal and, anyway, it certainly overstates
the case. So does the Biblicel proverb: "Train up = child in the way he
should go and he will Follow you th- rr-.it of his 1life."™ But nobody
should minimize the power of conditioning. Whole-hessrted converts to
Judaism have told me, "I can't hl:'l.p it, I mise Christmas,” or "I checked
the wrong box st lest Fall’s registration before I remembered,” or "I
fFeel more et home every yger, but I've never stopped expsoting the
collection plate.” Any change dn Familier ways is disconcerting. It
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can hnppﬁ es you mova from one Jewish community to snother. A I‘_lﬂ.ntly
married man who'd besn reised in ® treditionesl congregation and had
joined his wifFe's synagogue told me: "I sgree iﬂtlll.ﬂt'ulllj_f with the
Aeform pesition but I'11 never get used to s woman rabbi." My college
advisar, probebly the most learned Jawish phi.lu-nph--“ of his day, Harry
Austryn WolFson, suffered stomach pains when he Firat began eating in
his non-kosher rooming house, and for monthe he never sssociated the pain
with his bresk with childhood custom.

However disconcerting the thought may be, no one completely
shakes of f the influences of home and neighborhoed., A person can re-
nournce citizenship - in his native country or native religion - and
yesrs later Feel himself drewn back. Arcund svery synagogue you'll find
s cluster of spiritual returnees - there's even & Familiesr neame for

them, ba'alei teshuvah - usuaslly middle-sged men and women who For ysars

went their sepsrste ways but eventuslly Felt a nesd to come in out of
the seculsr cold. Perhaps you've noticed as I have that some who
abandan the Torah tradition Ffor the Christien gospel then try to cresate
synagogue-type institutiens whers they csn maintain some of the Familier
Forms as if nothing has changed. The smotional hold of our sarly
patterns may explain why many people, instinctively esnd often sgesinst
their sense of Fairnass, tend to doubt the authenticity of eny conversion.
For instance, in Communist Aussis end China children of privileged
Families msre never Free From the suspicion that they were "capitalist
roaders,” and in our own country both Jews snd non-Jews labal se a Jew
m public figure who had s Jewish beckground, whether or Not that psrson
is mctively involved in Jewish life or saven considers himself = Jew.
Margaret Mead once told me that similer feelings tug incessantly
at the emigrant. HNeed drives him sbrosd and lonaliness drives him bsck

home. The pessants who left ths country villsges of Esstern and Southern
Europe For the Pennsylvanis cosl mines or Ohic stesl mills fled poverty,
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but even those who prospered rersly Felt rooted. A considersble number,
once their children were safely sduceted, returnsd to the old country
to retire and die in Familisar surroundings,

In our culture which plsces so much emphasis on self-determine-
tion, we'res encouraged to put some distesnce between curselves and our
home im order to examine critically our purposes and loyalties and, as
the saying goes, ‘to find ourselves’. Most pearents encoursge their
children to go away to school or to work out of town For just that
reason. But when you're asway you still carry your home in your soul,

We can modify our conditioninmg, but never Ffully deny it. To say, “When
it'’s time I'1]1 make up my mind" is to reveal imnocence., Your mind and
soul are alraady caught in an invisible but potent web of conditioning,
Givern the psychologicel snd smotional wrench of conversion, I think it's
wise to exsmine the possibilities of one's netive tradition before
seeking to exchange it For anothear.

- I won't argue sbout the Force of conditioning but in my home
Judmism was & word not & way of life. I could leave without even looking
back .

Perhaps you could. For a person reised in a home where Judsism
is @ nonessential, even if the Ffamily cccasionally talked sbout Isrssl
or gave perfunctory annual donstions to the United Jewish Appeal or
called in & rabbi when ® deughter merried or s grandfether died, thera's
erobably not much tension in leaving snd sliding over into the civil re-
ligion or some other tradition which refracts the values of his home.

OF course, therse's still the matter of labels and of judging whether
the civil religion's message satisfies you desp down.

- You say becoming Jewish can make s differsnce, but I don’t see
it = not in my homs, minhwﬂll“: I mean we live nicely and
wa'res decent psople, but sn ccoasional csndle-lighting dossn't sesam to

-
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me to have anything to do with my cherscter or besliefs.

Given your experience I don't doubt that you find it herd to
recognize what's reslly at stake in the religious enterprise. That's
why I've made such a point of defining the emotional rneeds which make
us @ll religious. Your home called itself Jewish, but 1t treated the
Torah tradition ritually and institutionally rather than as a matrix of
redemptive values and you understandebly lesrned to conceive of it as &
saet of externals which could be done or not done according to ona's will,
Your parents thought of religion as & set of ideas and institutions out
there in the synagogue or ite many books but, in fect, there was mors of
the Torah tradition im your home than you, or they, wers conscious of.
I know your parents, They are politicelly sctive and politicelly libersl.
1 suggest that their attitudes towards welfere legislation and the rece
issue reflect the valuss of Jewish :n.m.nl-l life in which they were raised;
remember the Lisbon synesgogue I told you sbout snd the prophet's insistence
that there is only omne human Family: "Have we mll not one Fether, has
rnot one God created us all?"

- My perents talk sbout Israsl, snti-semitiem, Soviet Jewry,
synagogue politics, but naver about what they bellieve.

The reticence you describe is fairly widespresd smong Jews, snd
it needs axamining, though I don't claim to understend it Fully. For
some this silence masks theologicsl doubte. PFerticulerly if thay’re
sctive in the Jewish community they don't want their involvemsnt or
judgment questioned on the grounds that as non=beliesvers they're not
qualified to meke decisions. For others it's s guestion of smbsrrassament
in believing what some mey dismise as childish or simply not knowing
what words to use to explein e helf=Fformal Feeling. 1 can’t tell you how
many times teen sgers have ssked me sbout these lssues and added: ‘My

sarents told me that you'd know.'! There's slsc the cultural fect that
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Jaws asren't accustomed to meking public tastimonies; we never confass

to anyena but God.

- I went to s Wednessday night service st & local church. From
time to time people got up and told how they had Ffound Jesus, I've
never heard such testimonies at sny of our services, much lass in my
home .

Jawe don't have to prove that thsy have a right to be part of
the congregation. A Jew is a Jew. We've never felt compelled to testify
to our loyalty. We have never organized public worship to encoursge ®
merson to make a public witness,

- But 1 Found those testimoniss moving.

You'll scon ses that institutes like this one, whers the con-
versation does include testimony from people to whom being Jewish is
significant, where there is a warm sand informal Sabbeath service, cen be
eye-cpeners to the Jew who's not yet elive to being Jewish., I remember
a campsr at snother institute who told me he'd never befors met anyons
who toot Judaiesm seriously.

- I don't know mbout public testimonies, but I do know that my 1
sarents never talked with me about God or asked to haar my prayers whan
I was & child. When I went to services with my Confirmation claes; they ! *
drove me to Temple snd srrenged to have me picked up sfterwerds, 1've ’
never Flgured cut why they bothersd to send me Tto religious school. l

To be Jewish is to belong to s community of fate, only part of |

which is mleso a community of Falth. Fersonslly thay obviously felt little

reed For any discipline of worship, but they sent you to religious scheool

and wera involved with the resettlsment of Aussisn refugess and the ‘
annual United Jewish Appeal cempmign. Some Jews belisve and prectice i
minimelly. Others belisve and prsctice in non-traditional ways, others
exsctly sccording to the tradition. Fesople with meny different Faith

i
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commitments exist in owur comhunities, but all Jews are bound together by
the exigencies of history and the shape of the religion and, consequently,
must confront, at least to some degree, all its imstitutions, ideas, snd
traditions. You wers ssnt to religicus schoel, I suspsct, becsuse ﬁh-y
recognized that, though the forms of the religious life did not seem
essentisl to them, their interests, sttitudes and sctivities derived
to ®m lerge degree from a Jewish cluster of ideas, hopes and inmstitutions
and they wanted you to bes sxposed to Judaism's well spring of special
and surprising message so that you could and would fully sppreciate it.

- My home may not be sn old=Ffashioned home with two sets of
dishes and my mother doesn't wear a shesitel, but there's & mezuzsh on
the door and a palpable Jewish atmosphers. Wea've asdopted a Russisan
emigrant Femily who celebrate the holidays with us. My Folks are active
im the congregstion, They took me to Israsel for my Bar Mitzvah. When
grandfather died we sat shiveh.

The point is well taken. Others nodded in sgresesment as ha spoka.
The Jewish community shows sll the heterogeneity of the larger society:
Aeform, Conservative, Orthodox: sffilisted-unaffilisted; mctive-indifferent:
| earned=uninformed; some have models to pattern themselves after and
rebel sgainst; others can only guess st what becoming Jewish involves.

- With such & mixed bag I'm surprised that you can still speak

of a Jewish community.

So am I sometimes, But then conformity has never been & Jewish
virtus, Moses led sn smslgsm of tribes, sccording to treadition, twalve,
sach independent, yet bound together by whers they hed baan, lnypt.i-nd
where they were going, The Promised Land. During ths century bsfore
the Aomans destroyed The Temple in Jerusslem, tha Jewish community in=
cluded Pherisees, Sedducees, Essenss, Theraputms, spocalyptics, the
Desd Sea monastics and Hasidim, snd my list includes only thoses who

cared desply snough to creste @ ‘specisl sect, Later sages insisted
that the destruction of The fﬂi&“ scourrad becsuse divisions had
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arisen in Isresl; but in truth there has never been & time without divi-
sion. We're s Fiercely indepsndant 1nt..rnu know the old line, "two
Jews, three opinions’, yet, with it =sll, let thera be need and the
divisions are overlooked end most of us pull togethar.

- Wall, then, what makes a Jew a Jew?T

According to raebbinic law, & Jew is a person born to & Jewish
mother or one who converts. This nerrow definition reflects ancient
legal praectice. The Hebrews, like all the peoples of the sncient Middle
Fast, practiced polygamy, and some rule based on maternal descent was
required to settle questions of inmheritance and precedence among the
many sons of 8 chiefF, In effect, it means that you become a Jaw in

the same way that asnyone becomes an Americen citizen - by being born to

perents who ere citizens. Beyond this there is converaion, which parallels

the process of acquiring citizenship through naturalization. Daspite
its antique flavor, I rather like the law's matter-of-Factness; despite
all our pretensions to being free spirits, in the Final snalysis we ore
in large measure what our early environment allows us to be, and mothers
have @ lot to do with that snviremment,

= I thought we didn’t seek converts.

We did when we were allowed to. The New Testament describes Jews
who crossed snd recrossed the Meditsrransan for that purpose. Jews
sought converts until prohibited to do so by Aoman suthorities deter-
mined te punish the Jews for rebellion end, then, after Constantine, by
Christimn emperors who believed theat error had no right to bes promul-
gated, Until modern times it remained unsafe and potentislly suicidal
For Jews aven to suggest conversion. If, during the Middles Ages, soma-
one converted to Judaism, the convert and the converter, if caught,
were tortursd and sxecuted. |

- Well, thera sren’t any Jewish missionaries row.
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Since the Torah Aradition does not claim that only Jews will be -
mlliowed into Heaven, thersa has besen ro compalling reason to organize =
missionary program to save souls. But most cltiea have classes for
those who come to a rabbi end say, "We've found our way to you and -F-nt
to learn more," Every yesar I convert perhaps & dozen who ceme and .
studied with me.

- Get h.:nlu: to the lerger issuess. What really makes a Jasw s Jaw?

OFten ‘becoming’ Jewish begins with a binding experisnce which
motivates us to take Judaism seriously. A student recently told me
that he loved the songs and chants but had never paid much sttention to
the liturgy - in fact, he said it bored him and that he'd lesrned to
ignore it - until one day, "a word got through." He didn’t krnow why,
exactly, but ha bsgan to listen and to cere. I qn-it-d to him that
Familisr things have the power to bind us to them. While I was st
UOxFord on » sabbatical the Church of England introduced a new Book of
Common Prayer. The newspapers were scon full of letters criticizing ths
change, Everyone sdmitted the familisr old service was written in =
language Englishmen no longer speak, but as one letter put it: "The
virtue of the modern idiom cernnot teke the plece of words whose sssocla-
tions are so much richer than their surfeace mesanings," which I transletes
to mean "a phrase got through snd you're teking it awsy from me."

I use the word "binding"™ to describe a particulesr moment or ex=
perience that opens up Feelings sbout your religious tradition that
you've never had before. For many in my gensrstion, we were in our lates
teans and sarly twenties during the sscond World War, the binding ex-
perience was the shattering resality of the Death Camps snd/or our sur-
prise that a Jawish state could sctuslly be established sgainst sesmingly
insuperable odds. On May 15, 1848, ths day Israsl proclaimed her inde-
pendence, I was working for the Jewish Agency sscuring materisls nesded
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for the struggle sgeinst inveding Arab srmies, and as the news of
independence Flashed over the alr my -y:-: elouded up, mll doubts wers
swept mside and Jacob's phrases crossed my mind: "Surely God is in this
place, and I knew it not."

A binding experience is by definition an emotional moment, but,
to get back te the question of public testimonies, it's to the ever-
lasting credit of our religious lesders thest they wers unwilling to
Focus Judamism on feeling mslone, or to n;‘ﬁhlltrlt- the religious life
so that it tried to teke sdventsge of people's susceptibilities. The
synegogue rarely took on the circus sspect of & revivalist tent meeting.
Oeep in our culture lies & profound distrust of fealing cut leccse From
its moorings in & defining tradition. Judesism tekes = pestient approesch:
schooling, 28 well ms experience; ® Ffixed liturgy as well as prayers
spoken as the spirit moves us. The question is not whether you will
Fesl heppier as a religious Jew but whether your involvement with the
Torsh tradition will help you lead & more coherent and ethically sensi-
tive life.

Whether native-born or convert, one develops a Jewish identity

in much the same way: through s process that combines fesling, knowledge

and femilierity. To the question, where is God, s ssges snewersd: "Wheraver

man lets him in." When I'm ssked, how can I come slive ss = Jaw, how
can I have & lively faith, I snawer: "Light Chanuksh lights snd Ssbbeath
cendles, sing Hetikveh snd Jerusalem the Golden, join in the synagogus
worship, work in the Jewish community. Give it = chance. Opsn yourself

up to it." Don’t sit in services daring tha music snd words to'get through

to youj envolve yourself in the mement. Lst it carry you along.
= 1 tried. I went snd m'm.

Try sgain. mrimﬂnm.w m“ﬂ
mccompany Familiesrity,
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= 1 thought those moments hit you like a bolt out of the blue.

They sometimes do or saam to, Euﬁ, more often, 1 -unplnt,; wa
@imply find that the familier has become part of us,

- I'"va had & bolt out of the blue experience., It heppened to me
at the Wall. It weas derk., There was just snough sun left to bring out
the golden glow in Jerusalem's stones, A Faw old Jews were praying. I
don't know what happened, but suddenly I Ffelt that the whole of Jewish
history was alive For me.

Moses hed a similer experience when he unaxpectedly came scroes
the Burning Bush and heard the commanding volce that transformed his

life. But unlike some other religions Judaism naver made this kind of

transforming experience a regquirement of baslongimg. We don't sccept =
convert simply becauses he testifies that he has ssen the Jewish light;
the right religion doesn't suddenly hit you over thes head] for conversion
to be s Full experience the convert must fesl =t homsa and comfFortabls
with the patterns and sttitudes of his new community; and what's true

For the convert is equally trus for tha home born.

- I thought Ber Mitzvah weas thes cccasion when you becames & Jew.

A Jew is m Jew From birth and remains a Jew unless he becomss an
spostete, Ber Mitzveh and Bat Mitzvah are rites of passage. Every
society hes some test or performence which signifies the end of child-
hood esnd sdmission into the sdult community and to sdult responsibilities.
Young Indisn braves were sent out to survive in ths Forsst. English
squires knelt before the sword they would wiesld ss knights snd had to
prove their skill with it., Society revesls s good dea]l sbout its pri-

orities in its cholce of & rite of passags. The young Jew is ssked to
master & portion of the Torsh., Hers you hava tha smphasis on lsarning,
the mind trained judgment in mw i-l:llillll. which have
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- I'm still not cenvinced by your basic thesis mbout the dif-

Ficulty of conversion. People do nnnurt.

1 remember one convert: liberal, well-read, sure that her rnominal
Christisn upbringing was no impediment to = full partnership in the
Jawish 1ifs of her future husbend. She told me before her conversion:
"I never went to Sundey School. My Fsmily aren’t Church folks. I've
mlways believed in God but naver in the Christ myth. So I have no
theclogicel problems at all with becoming Jawish." Some yesrs later she
came and asked me to deconvert her, I told her thet no such cersmony
exists. Besides, it wouldn't be my plsce to organize one. But ws
kept tmlking, in pert becsuse she was =0 determined that I understend
her Feelings: "I don't went to become m Christien. 1 doen't beliesve in
the Cross, But I find I can’t give up Esster snd Christmas snd somahow
I Fesl disloymsl to my parents.” Tha call of the cradle faith is =
compelling, often an unylielding, summons.

Conditioning affects us in many -'yl. Thers asre Jews who have:

givern up Formal affilistion but who tekes an sotive interest in Israsl

or who simply can’t let go of tha Jewish "problem™. An old Staliniet,

I1ssmc Deutscher, called his autobiogrsphy Tha Non-Jewish Jew. As =
young mesn he had renounced the synesgogue snd converted to Communiam, but

obviously he still thought of himself ss & Jew and remained Fiercely
proud of being heir to s tradition of prophatic outrsge st injustice. I
have & philosopher Friend who's s confirmed stheist end & tirsless re-
ligious explorer; he goes cheerfully to services in Indisn temples and
Shinte shrines but he hasn’t bssn inside e synegog ‘since his |

L]

Mitzveh. He says he dossn’t like to bs 1 4" down, but he just hap-

- b e

penad to take his

P

foundly involved i;.ﬁ ths
It's hard to let go.
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- And they won't let you go. I'm always arguling with my rocommate

who imsists thet public Figures like Williem Simon and Casper Weinberg

sre Jews. I tell her they converted years sgo, but she comes right

back to their Jewishnaes, o . Y I
Orne reason the leopard can't change his spots is that a leopard

is expected te have spots. In 1492 the long Christien crusede to re-

conquer Spain from the Moors finally succeesded; and that same yesr

Ferdinand end Ilsabellas, as rulers of a united and Catholic Spain, gesve ‘

their Jaws the cruel choice of beptism or death. Those Jews who =allowed

thamselves to be sprimkled with holy weter found they weren't scocspted

s Christisns; they weres called New Christisns and treated as outsiders,

®s prectice that leated Ffor at least three centurles during which the

Faith of these Femilies was regulerly and rigorously reviewed by the

Inguisition. Imn Nazl Germany the children of a Lutheran Father and his

pious wife were clessified as Jews if two of their grandparents had been

Jews, A Jewish boy and a Christien boy might be classmatea in Berlin
all through the 1520'e but Germany's political myths would have sesesn to
it that in the 1530"'s one would become m victim and thas other, willingly

or passively, a supporter of his murdersrs. In the Soviet Union today

dascendants of Jewish herces of the revolution remain Jaws by nationality,
whatever the Fervor of their allegience to the Communist Party, esnd
imcreasingly, as the Soviets woo the Arsb world, Jews ars made to suffer
from educational and job restrictions; Jewish snrollment in Aussis's
universities has been ssversly restricted, snd cersers in diplomscy, the
officer ranks of the srmy, and in sdvenced physics sre clossd to them,

- But sll that's out thers. Hers in Americs it's different,

- What sbout Sersh's . * label hes less conee-
quences hers] but it doss e LT

L -

Like it or not, the Uswi | ‘msjor, largely negetive,

. - . -
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role in the religlous myths of Muslime end Christisns, snd the prejudices
bred by thess myths esre projected on to all Jews, including those who

mo longer consider themselves Jewish. To orthodox Christians Jews are

the once-chosen people who proved deaf and blind to the mew Truth snd so
were abandoned by God; many add to this "proof" of Jewish short-sightedness.
The myth that the Roman governor gave the Jews the cholce of Freeimg e |

murderer and of Freeing Jesus, and the Jews chose to free Berabbas. The

Church, built on these legends, what Jules Simon hes called "A teaching

of contempt" whose basic thesis was thet God had not only sbandoned the
Jaws but sentenced them to wander ceasslessly as outcasts and parishs,
Millions were taught that to treat thas Jaw as squal or well h-nl-n_-uuld
be an sct of rebellion egainst God. Over time this myth genarated somes
imagirnative, always negative, imeges: the wendering Jew, the Christ-
killer, & people set aside by God for punishment; Shylock, the omnipressnt
subversive, tha Jew s Communist or Capitalist, the secret csbinet of
the Elders of Zion. Even in this "enlightened" ege, anti-semitism remains
B8 major element in the recist sttitudes of the West.

Islam has its own enti-Jewish myths which, unfortunately, today
sre in Full cry, fed by a powsrful resction to westsrnization, Mus]im
imperimslism snd frustrstion that Arsb srmies have not besen sble to
destroy the Stete of Isrsel. Mohammed st First hed grest hopes that the
Jows of Arabis would sccept his leadership., When they didn’t, he turned
the sword of Islem sgainst them and ordered that Jews bs rooted out of
Arabia. A number of his anti-Jewish Fulminations wers enshrined In the
Koran. Islam seea the .._lﬂl as possesssing .l batched version of revelation,
descendants of the first psopls to refuse God's messsge. In Muslim
countriss, though not anm to ﬂ\in m_.hil“ rlntlllﬂrllﬂ
to settle, tha Jew lldllﬂ -“IEET. -fl' . L g Ill:ﬂ!.‘ who had

to wear distingui hul Muslims be r
- nguishing um_ Falthfu. m’lr’ﬁﬂ{'m of
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his difference and that his presence was m privilege, not = right.

The persistence of such mythic identificetion can hardly be
exaggerated. In & recent poll ninety percent of the respondents identi-
Fied Kerl Marx as a Jaw, Th; identificetion dies hard. When the OxFord
dictionary was revised s few yesrs sgo the editors refused to remove
From the entry, 'Jew', a definition that read, ‘ane who chests by sherp
business practices’.

- Hh}l":‘

On the grounds that this usage was common.

- What can we do sbout anti-ssmitiem?

Unfortunately, very little. Prejudices ars not amenable to reason.
Worse, those who sre persecuted esre often half=convinced by their per-
secutors that they ara at fault.

I got the guestion I sxpected:

- Well, aren’t wa? Nobody likes pesople who Fesl supsrior. Haven'T
we claimed to be a Chosen People?

The problem is not = theologicsl thesis but the simple Fect that
human beings seem to have s low tolerance for differences. I suppose
this sttitude goes back to some primitive survival mechanism. Animsls
protect their own agesinst stresngers., Those who justify their prajudices
by elaiming that Jews sre arrogant sbout s speciasl relstionship with Ged
are often precisely those who claim that Christisns are the New Jaraal,
specislly belovad of God, snd that only they will bs saved.

- Yes, but this Chosen Pecple ides invites stteck; it sounds so
arrogant.

Let's define the Chosen People theme s clearly ss we can. The
concept is not & recisl one, The ﬁhﬁﬁht the Jewish community
is on open community, A Jaw is = Jm : L__'f_..-=_.1._.'  of birth or conversion,

Ra

[ -



[ EE- . |-3 . l.'.::._] " i |‘1I L] r i\.-

tradition emphasized that Auth, ® convert, was desmesd worthy of baling
the greast-grandmother of King David snd, by infereance, a direct sncestor
of the Messish.

The Torah tradition never claims that Jews ars Pinlnninnllr
superior. Abraham wes = semi-nomad of ne particular nobility. Those
whom Moses led out of Egypt ars described as an ssafesuf, an undistin-
guished motley. The Bible is innocent of ths sort of myth common among
sncient peoples, that they or their kings wers descendants of the gods.
When he brought a harvest offering to The Temple, the Israslite definad
his ancestry simply: "A wandering Aramean was my Father." |

1f soma Jews have Felt thamselves genetically superior, they could
not Ffind support in the tradition, snd such rars displays of chauviniem
simply testify to the Fact that Jaws, too, ara humanj the more the out-
side world derided thes Jew the more pride becams = necessary survival
mechanism., IFf thers was pride of community, 1t was bessed NPot on gsnes
but on the quelity of Jewish life. Eastern Eurcpsan Jews wers =8 im=
paverished as the illiterste peasants who sub jected them to deily
humilimtion, but thay were literate snd sven the local nobility dspesnded -
on Jews to treat their illnesses, manags their estates and kesp thair
books, In such an snvirorment it is not surprising thet Jews of ten
Felt contempt for their neighbors and that Goy, originelly = Hebraw word,
which dencotes Hitrlmu"l: srny pejorative connotation = nation or & people,
becams ® put down term. But such Feslings wers not supported by the
raligious traditioen. The Torsh tradition neaver claimed thet the fol-
lowsrs of other religiona were damned or sncoursged Jews to treat non=
Jawe with contempt.

- What sbout the Arab in Isresel? Aren't thesy treated ss sscond-
cleass citizens? ; s LRy

Yes and no. The situstion is not ideal snd, to & larges degres,
created by security problems, but thars ars Arsb members of the Kenssset,

- .
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Arab-owned snd run newspspers, snd Arsb professors and students at the
Hebrew University. Incidentally, Jews do nmot enjoy, snd have never

en joyed, comparasble rights in any Arab state. Israsel's police Fﬂr'i::-_
protect mosgques and Muelim holy places from sny stteck by Fanatics; esnd
many Jewish Israslis ars among those who esre pushing for thes maximum
relaxation of these emergency messures as consonant with national security.
The significant point is that Isreel's restrictions sre temporary measuress
and are not justified by anyones on & religiocus basis. Isrselis generally
sccept the Biblical injunction, "Zion must be established in justice"

and they know thet God's justice is not reserved only to them.

- Jews do Feel different. I know I do.

1 do, too. 1 once wrote A History of Judsism, and someones asked
why 1 had bothered, Part of my snewer touched tha intrinsic Fescinastion
of our history. We are a long=lived psople who have bsen sround slmost
ms long as the Chinese and longer than snybody else in the Western world,
We've not only been around, we've been highly visible. It's been said,
"Jewe are like everyone else, only more sc.”"” It's the "more so" that
makes us interesting. Even pecople who don't like us admit our signifi-
cance, Indeed, scholers who seasrch for tha roots of prejudice sgainst
us sometimes argue that anti-semitiem is rooted in jealousy of Jewish
energies and abilities.

- I don't want to fesl different. ODistence breseds misunderstand-
ing.

It also makes civilizetion poessible. The velue of = plurslistic
society is that. no set of values cen sver harden on the scclety. Somsons
is mslways challenging what others sssume to be obvicus snd which, in Fect,

is mot obvious st all but simply Familier. As the French say: Vive la

difference; difference kept m community From developing tirad blood.

- But surely you'd sgree that thers's no virtue in differences

B~
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for the sake of being different. Groups like Hare Krishna leave me cold.

They seem to make ® virtus of being Fer out.

Significance by all means. The special and surprising message
of & cult may be speciaml end surprising and unhelpful. Think of those
millenalian cults who are certalin Eh. world will end on a particular day.

- Or those Jews who think that Jewish significence rests in the
narks of difference - side curle snd the dietary laws.

Don't judge too quickly. Most traditional Jews know that these
disciplines are signs of obedience to & covenant whose velues affect
sverything they do. The beginning of thes Jew's distinction is to be
located not in biology but in the scceptance of the Enn--ndl-ntlllﬂd the
Covenant. At Simnai Israel did not sccept .End. God does not nead
scceptance; rather, Ged offered Isrsel = covenant, and Israel sccepted
its terms., 1 like Abraham Heschel's phrase: "God gave His word to
Terasel, and Isrsel gave its word of henor to God." Simal involved =
transforming commitment, Whether we sccept the traditional description
of a populer scclemation then and thers of the whole T:h--h. or understand
the Torah ms & compilation of Divine Instruction given at variocus times

and plasces over many centuries, whether the Jews wars chosen by God For

His own ressons, as traditionasl theclogy has it, or whether thsy chose
to serve God, as humanists sesy, no one denies that Jews, Isrsel, cams to
Feel chosen snd cbligated to m sense of mission and m spescisl role and n
that these Folk set out on a distinoctive road which they snd thelr genera- |
tions have followed ever since, Sinai is Jewish shorthand Forr tha moment

of cheoice and being chosen, when the Covenasnt was proclsimed and affirmed,

whern Israel took to itself its "specisl and surprising word."” Sinel

symbolizes the critical moment when the tribes cessed to be smong the
aronymous clans of bleck=tented bedouin shephards who renged scross
tha Fertile Crescent and “imlt#hm to themselves

& - . - ¥




and to civilization.

I rejoice in this ssnss of significance. 1 wouldn't like to Feel
that I am part of s community of human Flotsam being tossed sbout on =&
restless ocean, to uss some modern jargon. The Chosen Feople concept
drews together this specisl sense of duty and reises s people’s con-
sciousness of its potential.

- 1 belong to & AReconstructionist congregstion, Our prayer book
no longer includes the phrasas, "We praise You 0 Lord our God who chose
us From emong Bll peoples.” Our rabbl says it smecks of national arro-
gBance.

1'm not perticulerly troubled by such traditional phrases becauss
they sBy toc me simply, be grataful that you bll:!rq to & people who
sensed ® specisl duty and set out to do it.,' My children used to say to
me: why can’t wa do this or that, our Friends' parents allow tham To; mYy
answer was always, each Family must set {ts own standerds. The rabbis
oFten warned: don't Follow tha meb when they sra up to no goed. I1I've
discoversd through experience that a family or = community whoss members
Feel & speciml obligstion to thelr Ffemily nams, what the French call

noblesss cblige, often have an axtrsordinary impsct on their times. For

seven generations scholer descendants of Maimonides were named to be
the religious heads of Egypt's Jawish communities. I don't mean that
all Jews have been good, saintly, or necessarily conscious of any high
obligetion; Ffer from it. I just Finished resding a book entitled,

The Alss and Fell of the Americen Jswish Gangster. Nor do I suggest
that all Jaws have been creative or wise. We've had our fools and our
Fanatice. I do mean that s = psoplas we have intarnelized a senses of
historic purposs and consequently spun out = reamarksbly hamlthy snd
ennobling pattern of humen relationships and that meny in avery genera-
tion heve falt sncourasged snd ennobled by this sense of spscislness.

g -




Sociologlists uft.n@u-u - ﬁh-nr-tiunl concept they call snomie.
The word comes From the same root as anonymous and describes thes Fect
that a stranger will sct less circumspectly than & person who might be
racognized. People ect differently in a mob than at a family outing.

The Ku Klux Klan is & menscing pressnce beceuse those who hide behind
nasks can commit vielence without being recognized as the town banker

or gasrege men. To be known is to feel compelled to live up to our public
roles. As & Chosen People, Jews could never let down bscsuse God was
always watching them and becauses the cholce was not an off-handed ons but
s serious commitmant to a demanding set of commandments. Hed Jeswa not
sccepted the Torah, God's choice would have gons to some cther mation.
Frophets like Amos snd Hosea reised the possibility that, if the pescpls
continued to default on their duties, God would divorce them and choose
another.

Like = ompsble student whose capecity is recognized, more was
demanded of thes Jew and top grades were harder to come by. They hesard
God saying: {1 didn't raise you up to be ordinery'. Being chosen means
that Isrmel is sub jected to mors, net less, rigorous standerds than
other peoples. Covanant thinking centers on extra duties rether than
speciml Favors. The prophet Amos laid it out: "You specislly have I
known smong the peoples of the esrth, theresfors will I vislt upon you
mall your iniguities.™

- Thet's prestty hard to taks. When my psrents spoks that way to
me, 1 slways Felt uncomfortable. I wented to say, ‘why must I be
diFferent?’

it's demanding, sbsclutely. Anybody who wants to be left slone to
enjoy his backyard and a beer certainly wants no part of = spescisl
destiny whose demsnds pull him _.._4.;,:-,,} siet snd comforta

There's a choice we sll must make batwessn hard »




on the one hand and what I call an LCD, Least Common Denominator, life

an the other.

I tried to give them a bit of history sbout concept of covenant

(berit] to help clesr up the idea of election. The covenant ides seems

to have been taken over from s Form of Ffeudal relastionship common in the
ancient Middle Emst. When a king conquersd snother city-states, s covenant
treaty was written which set out tha terms of the new mastar-vassal re-
lationship. This document esnnounced the victor's power, stipulsted the
duties and taxes he would expect of his new vessal, promised his protec-
tion ®o long ®s these stipuletions were Ffelthfully sbided snd stipuleted
various punishments which would occcur should either party renege. The
victor set the terms, but the covenant was not in effect until the vassal
accepted them,

According to the Torah, God's First covenant with Isressl was
announced to Abraham; it was & simple document of fealty, promise, snd
protection, The lester Sinal covenant contained ell the rules. The Torsh
goes on at length about its proclamation. Jts terma ware announced on
the mountain of revelation by tha King of Kingas and there scclaimead
by Isreel, His servants, for thair day snd for all time. So important
were the covenanted commandments and the fact of this new relastionship

srticles
that the/ were sesled in blood. The rite of cliroumcision, the taking of
@ drop of blood from every mele infant wes decleared to be msn sct of
ernrollment in this covenant reletionship. Soma belisve that ona of the
most importeant ceremonies in sncient Israssl was a covenant renawal
ritual at which the terms of tha rule were read out and ths tribal
chiefs scclaimed this Fundamentel cherter. Till this dey the public
reading of the Torah in the synagogus, which is after mll simply the
covenant document, is teken ss s symbolic reaffirmetion of the scocesptsnce

of the berit.
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The covenant was s living relstionship, net simply = text. It
defined what God expected of Isrssl and listed the rewards of loyslty:

the holy land, rein in its season, progsny, security for the nation and

the penalties For discbedience: exile, drought, the barren womb and .
defeat, Hera, it seys, is the command you cen fulfill. Hers is ths way
that permits spiritus]l snd moral growth. Here is the way which will

please God and bring redemption. You live in an orderly mot & capriclious

world,

Covenant thinking colors all Jewish thought, It is Jsrasel's
chartar, and it is alsc Isrsel's promise of salvation. Israsl performs.
God protects, "IFf you are willing end cbedient; you shall enjoy the
good thimge of the earth."” Judaism conceives of the covenant ss regu-
lated by @ God who is long=suffering and patient snd who understands
that it is not easy for the people to meet its terms. Yet, slection
brings with it the danger of dismissal. The covenant relationship could
be anded if Israsl were to contemptucusly turn its beck on theee cbliges-
tions. "IFf you refuse and rebel, you shall be devoursd by the sword."
Isras]l remains s Chosen Fecple only as long as it remsins s choosing
pecple.

- But why Israsl?

At First no one asked why. A child doss not ask why he is born
into & perticuler Femily. We sccspt what we Ffind. Later it was sug-
gested that lsrael had been chosen precisely becauss she was the lsast
distinguished of nations: Iif God could take the least likely, Deuter-
onomy says, and raiss them on high, what.could He not sccomplish?

= It would sesm to be m lot sssier to stay undistinguished. I
try to stay out of my boss's way.

Mo religious vision is worthwhile iF it doesn’t 1ift us out of

laziness snd compromise. Just sfter World Wer 1I Joshua Loth Lisbman
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wrote B pasrceptive little book, Pesce of Mind, which presented the

calming and comforting benefits of religion snd quickly bscame & best-
seller, I've sensed the Feeling of well-being that comes when I'm sure
I'm doing what's right; but I've also Found Judeism more than a bit un-
settling; even when I'm conflident about what 1'm deing, thlrl-ll that
sense that I could be doing more. The covenant 1:;:imp1y m list of do's
and don'ts but & reminder of m renge of duties which cannot be stipus=

lated mand can never be Ffully mat. The tradition calls these lifneh

v'1ifnim meshurat ha-din, above and beyond what is specified. The sxtra

time spent with someons who is frightened or disturbed, voluntesring
For some service when no one else will step Forwerd, testing a vaccine
on yourself when there is no other way to prove its efficecy.

- All of this sounds as if God cared sbout mnobody but Isrsel.

Not st @ll. Bod cares how all nations sct. Thers was a covanant
for Israsel mnd one for =11 mankind; indeed, tha coveanant with Noah,
which is the universal covenant, preceded Ieraal’s. Its rules wers
gerneral, the prohibition of idolatry, blaspheamy, murder, adultery, rob-
bery snd csnnibalism snd the mendate to establish courts of justice; but
the sanse of duty and the promise of reward weres no less real. Tha
Jewish tradition says that God is the God of all men, that we ars =ll
descendants of common procreations, that Heaven is open to any and all
who deserves it, that God's instructions sre to be shared, and that His
oromise at the End of Days is for sll pesoples.

Furthermore, the Jewish communlty is an opsn community. Anybody
can joln. Our tradition is not racist like that of the Athenisns who,
for mll their philosophy, never outgrew the Fesling thst all non-
Athanaisns were barberians, lesser breeds, and who routinely denied citi-
zenship rights to all aliens.

- I thought you said thet conversion was naxt to impossible.

—
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I suggested that conversion was a long, hard rosd. The convert
has to tramslete en intellectusl or emotional decision into a pattern
of life which can come to seem natursl only with time end prectice.

A year sgo & lady came to talk. I had given her instructien twenty
ymars before. "You know," she said, "I've never doubtad it was the right
decision, but only in the last months hava I really loocked on the syna-
gogue as my religlous home,"™

- Why are Jews accusad of being clannish?

1 suspect fFor no better reason than that our sccusers esre uneble
to understand why we should want to continue as Jews, Substitute “"close
ties" for "clannish" and you raise up one of Judaism's most attractive
Featurea, Closes Families support emsch other in time of corisis, I Find
it only natural that I must do all I cen For Jews in the Soviet Union
or Letin America. 1 was puzzled when Christisns turned s cold shoulder
to the suffering of Fellow Christiesns in Lebanon and the Suden. In =
crual world, I don't want to Feel bereft and alones.

Protest ceme From another direction.

- 1 can appreciate the importance of a sense of slection, but

the rules bother ma, I want to ba fres, not controlled by rules, 1
don't want my creativity stifled or my spirit broken.

God signs Himself: "I am the Lord, your God, Who brought you out
of the lend of Egypt, out of the house of bondege." Fresdom is the ori-
giral virtue. Among the lsresslites s curious rituasl dramatized the
imperative of Freedom; there was a law that on the sabbatical year Hebrew
slaves were to be freed: A slave who preferred the shabby security of
remaining somebody else's responsibility to the challenge of Fresscom had
his ear lobe plerced ms a sign that his hesering must bes defective since
he somehow hadn't heesrd God procleim the law of relesse. Ths Hebrawa had
been slaves and memory of the brutality they had endured kept Ffrashj
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smch Pessover the Seder service has us all say: "We were slaves to
Pharoah in Egypt.”™ Hnnuiné what it means iﬂ be bIltlH'lﬂd degraded Jews
have m speciml cbligstion to help restore others to their fresdom and to
treat others with dignity.

Heirne, I think it was, who said, "Freadom spesks with & Hebrew
accent,” The Jewish spirit does not rest sasily Hithln.-ny cosrcive
systems., Czerist Aussis held the Jew =t srm’'s length because our
presence suggested the illegitimescy of sutocracy. Hitler's pathological
hate of the Jaw was fueled in part becesuss our very existence -uun--t.é
mll those values which oppose submission to any Fushrer.

= But there is so much law,

Freadom without law is snarchy. The ex-slaves were a confused
rabble until they =sccepted the covenant. Law permits Freedom. The
Teraelites did not become saints overnight; but;, as they learned to live
under the law, they began to sct with soma degree of responsibility.
Love can thrive only when two pecple ars careful of thair responsibilities
to esch other, Art smerges only whan the srtist has masstered his
materisls, Arthur Rubinstein precticed for many hours every day of his
lifFe; did his prectice stifle his sbility to shespe the music to his
qenius? How can anyone maks up their mind, intelligently, until they've
ressarched an issue? Spontaneity gives grece to our sctions only after
discipline and prepsration have refined our talents and shaped our char-
acter; otherwise, spontaneity is pointless self-indulgence. Thers's =
world of difference between "being crestive™ and "letting it sll hand

out.™

- Aight., A Friend of mine who was blocked halfway through a
rnovel told me he tried drugse to help him Finish it. He told me that what
he produced under the influsnce was trash. He Finished the novel only

when he cleared his head and sweated it out at tha typewritsr.

—— Law ils coercive. -
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I remember reasding s book on thes Flrst Amendment which made the
ceint thet precisely because a system of free expresslon is designed to
encourage a measure of conflict within a socciety, it needs what the

author callesd "the legitimizing and hermonizing influence of the legsl

orocess to keep it in nﬁnnu-lrul balance.” LBaw QUHFlﬂt;ll Freedom., There
are rules and rules, A Fescist staste has rules. So does a free socisty.
And they're not the same,

= But the Americen Constitution ia & socisl contract, the Torsh s
an arbitrary rule. God announced the law and Israel sccepted, no Ques-

tions;, no amendments.

True. Constitutional democrescy was noat yet an idea whose tima had

come. But remember, Simai is not s symbol for all law, but Ffor God's
law. The Torah Tradition sssumes thet Ged's law is equitable and just
and rejects arbitrary and cepricious law. According to Desuteronomy, =
kirg was required to write a Sefer Torah by his own hand and have it

read to him Frequently as a reminder that power wes his only as long as

g e—

his mscts conformed to its strictures. There is no record of & king an-
rouncinmg on his own suthority Ffundementesl lew, Sensitivity to the op-
pressed is imprinted in neerly every chapter of Torah law. WNWe must not
deny justice to the powerless, fevor in court the well=-placed or mock
those of strange dress or menner,. Open the legal sections of Torsh; you
will Find yourself reading rules requiring repayment For property damage,
just weights and just measures and due process in court procadurs.

- But tﬁ- Torah includes rules I don't sgres with. For instance,
1 don't believe in cepital punishment.

Neither did meny rebbis. Torsh is the written text. Thers wes
slso sn orel tradition which drew into Torsh othsr rules snd developed
Israel's understanding of what sach Torsh rule implied. 1In most cases
sentencing in cepital cases was so llllﬂLh “m gualifications
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that it becames slmost impossible to condemn = criminal to death, and
that seems to heve been & deliberates decision by the sages,

- 1 picked a bed exasmple for my purposes. Let me Try ancthar.
I don't believe that only the husband should have the right to initiste
e divorcea.

Neither do I. And neither did many of the traditional rsbbis. :
Their problem was that they were bound to & Text which used male pro=-

mouns and so seemed to reguire this interpreatation. How do 1 know what

the rabbis Felt? Over the sges rabbinic courts exerted sll kinds of
pressure to force husbands who were holding their wives to an impossible
relationship to proceed with the necessery divorce. 1 should add what
we often Forget, that the Torah permits the dissolution of unh-llthy re=
lationships, some traditiens do not, snd that it didn't require the
partrners to meke ugly public mgainst ssch other.

- You're evading the issue. There are rules of parsonal status

which you don't egree with.

True, but in most cases I can see their virtue; in s psrticuler '
enviromnment and Frame the spirit of the law is more important than the

letter. The Femous phrase Isrssl spoke st Sinai, "We will cbey and we

will listen,"” some understand as sbject submission. To me it suggests
IEHnnwl;dgmlnt of & covanant of responsibility whose Full implication
would esmerge over time.

- I've looked st the Torsh snd I found some things I sgreesd with
and many I did mot. I'm not interested in burning witches. 1 once
picked up a Telmud end skimmed s page or two. It sesmed to deal with
the minutim of ritusl and with a whole lot of non-raliglous -ltiirl as
torts and contrescts. How can you make such high-blown claims For such
padestrian stuff?

You're right. To resd s trsnslation of either anthology is to
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reasd materisl that is aslternately archaic snd relevant, stirring snd
boring. I skim over mll those ‘begats’ at the beginning of Genesis.

The elmsborate discussign of the precise time to recite the Shema in ths
opening chapter of the Telmud tells me more than I cere to know on the
sub ject. Both snthologies are anclient documents full of rules we have
outgrown or Find unacceptable, but they represent many & transforming
theme, which succeeding generations worked out with much benefit. It is
this reading end the interpretation of the Torsh which was and is the
central sct of devotion in the synagogue; and the reading and interprete-
tion of Telmud was and-is the central sct of devotion in the yashivah.
Torah snd Talmud are books and they are also beginmnings. 1 spoke of the
living tradition mot just the printed text.

- What sbout those unfortunates witchas?

We no longer burn witches; indeed, it is doubtful if JIsresel aver
did burn a witch. There is no record of s Salem=type trisml, The witch's
role is part of the Torash's atteck on megic, necromency, whispering
charms over wounds, and like superstitions, an attack which was unique
fFor its age and etill presents - challenges to our Age of Aquarius.

As Americen citizens, our lives are governed by Anglo-American
common law rather than by rabbinic lew, but the principles of the Talmudiec
eystem are wall worth investigation and suggest judicisl practices which
might be adopted with benefit. One good sxample: resports on torturs as
a means of criminal investigstion ara rare in Jewish records snd police
brutality is almost unhesard of. The resson is simple. Under Talmudic
law vnluntﬁ"yIlilf-il‘lﬁl“ll‘llﬂltlun is not sccepted es evidence, Why tor=
turs & prisoner 1f your caes ;l-l not sdvenced by his confession?

Commercial regulations as codified in the Torah and Telmud reflect
much less sophisticeted merkets., I have no ox and sm not likely to Find

myself in court because my ox wandersd into my neighbor's beck yard and
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did damege; but the idea that damages snd commarcs ars religious con-

cerns and that the same standerds spply for business eand for Family is
s concept of prime importesnce. The Torah tradition doess not sccept the
idea that you can be not quite honest in commerce or polities, h-nlu;-

it's @ jungle out thers or becasuse {t's mll right te take sdventege of

aE

those you don’t know. "There is to be one law for the stranger and the
home born." "In all your ways scknowledge Him."

Pagens sanctified the moments spent at the shrine. Jaws weras
encoursged to sanctify every moment of their lives, The lﬂ-mt&l off
his community, the way he conducted business, ths way Ffood was pr.ﬁ-r.d
and eaten, the relastionship of husband snd wifs, all were divinely men-
dated and spirituslly significant. There was a blessing Ffor svery ccca-
sion, and this multiplicetion of piocus expressions was not looked on as
a way to gein merit but ss & constant reminder thst a standard of holineass

should be involved im sll that we do. Merrisge was not simply a sexusl

allisnce or Bsn srrangement of property, but kiddushim, a sanctification
of two lives., Farming was not sowing end harvesting but cereful steward-
ship of God's ereation. Business was not making out but the honoreble
management of production and distribution conducted sccording to Torah
standerds, (just weights, just messures.’

There is a rule in Deutercnomy that, once the tribss enter the
Promised Lend, cities of refuge are to be designatsd whars somesons who
has committed an unpremeditated murder could flea and sscape revenge,
Some historisns doubt that such cities sctuslly wers sstablished; but
the idea suggests a centrsl slement in the Torsh's concern For justice.
In those days, when s msn wes murdered, kinsmen orgsnized s posse and
sought revenge. Thers wes & certsin primitive justice in =all this, but

its execution wes crude. Not all murders are alike: some are prameditated,

soma are sccidental, while others are committed under mitigesting

-
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circumstances. Given the fFact that there was no such sntity as =n
organized police Force or a Federal judiclery in sncient Israsl,
probebly the only way available to distinguish degrees of culpability
wes to ereste sanctusries to which = man could flee until some court or
sheik took over from the posse, Whether such citiee esctuslly existed is
not as important as the fect that rule existed, It focused legsl thought
on due process, change of venue, and a fair trial, worthy concerns indeed,
and cnes which were Fully end thoughtfully developsd in resbbiniec thought.
It is important to see these texts es significent beginnings
rather than the sum of Jewish development. The Torsh mandates a shrine=
based sacrificial cult. Few of us would want to tske part in such
cerenonies. Certainly, Maimonides didn't. In his femous philoscphies

work, Tha Gulde to the Perplexed, he cerefully explained that God had

authorized sescrifices because this Form of worship wes customary through-
out the ancient Near East and: "Men by his nature is not cepsble of
sbandoning suddenly all te which he was scoustomed." A beginning not =

conclusion.

Leviticus is full ni' shrine reguletiens, but Amos and Isaiash
insisted that religion dealt with more than the shrine: "Who has asked
this of you to trample my courta? Bring no men valn cblestions. . ."™
The Torah commands holiday cbservence, but it ls essentisl Judeism that
our responsibilities to others take precedence over owr responsibili-
ties to any liturgy or ceremony. On the Oay of Atonement we must First
make our pesce with those whom we heve wronged before we can confidently
ask God for forgiveness., "The Ssbbath was made for man not .men for the
Smbbath." Medieval lore included the story of a Femous rebbl who, during
= plague year, daliberately ste Food in thes synagogus on Yom Kippur to
encourage his congregstion to Follow sult end keep up their strength.

Originally, thers wers many 'Iml"ll ﬂlﬂ,‘h ef which,
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like the sanctusry at Arad, have been excsvated in recent yesrs. Then
al]l worship was centered in the shrins King Solomon bullt in Jerusalem.
Thet's the Form of worship the Torah prescribes, but as Jewish life
spreasd scross the Middle East Jews established meeting houses in all
their settlements wheres they conducted public business and recited the
songs and liturgy of the central shrine. With the destruction of the
Temple, these meeting places wers transformed into synagogues-sanctusries
amnd @ new religious institution emerged. Nelither mesting house nor syna-
gogue is ever mentioned in Scripture; yat, the need was thers and when
there is meed what a text does not lp-u;Flnlllr prohibit bescomes per=
mitted. The Temple had been hierarchal, but in ths synagogus anyons
could lead worship. The Temple's architscture had been important because
its dimensions were sald to repressnt the proportions of the cosmos;

the synagogus was simply & reom. The Temple had to ba in Jerusalam on
Ht: Zion; synsgogues could be esny plece. Thas Temple's worship centered
on sescrifices: in the synagogue Torah reading snd the psalms weres central
te the worship snd so the Jew was constantly reminded of his tredition's
cantral teaschings.

- Oo you mean that ths Torah was not read in the Temple?

We're not sure. Ezra and others are reported to hsve read pors-
tions of Torah to sssemblies convened in Jerusalem's merket plesce. Thers
srs some reports of & proto-synagogus on the Templs Mount, but the priest's
of fice seems to have centered on the sacrificisl cult and sccompanylng
pealms rather than public Torah reporting.

Incidentally, spesking of transferring ideas, the Torah was the
First Seripture to be treated as sn open boock rather than as the monopoly
of priests, snd the synagogus was ths First democratic sanctuary where
snyona might teach or preach, whara nobody did your religion For you.

The bell rang. We had covered a let of territory. There was =
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nature walk that sfterncon and wa'd have nnly'l few minutes together
before dinner, and I took s Final minute to pull together what I had

smid, There is & sense in which being born s Jew, or =a Christiasn or =
Buddhist, foresver colors our lives., Ultimstely, the best resson to
"become" & Jew is that you have the chance to snd that there is a good bit
of esvidence ss to the value of such an identity. FPsychologists desoribe
acceptance of what you are as one key to mental health. Another way is

to maximize your "given". Since we cannot shed our soul, we would be
Foolish toe squander the copportunity to sppropriste For cursalves a noble

and engeging inheritance - to give up being of the chosen.
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Chapter 4

WHY KEEF AT IT?

It hed been a lovely dey in the woods. We hed an hour before
dimner., It was a relaxed tima.
- My neighborhood was heavily Jewish and I resched high school

before I realized that nmot everybody wes onas of us. 1 still remember

how surprised I was when it began te penetrate my thick skill that there
are only sixteen million Jews among the four billion people on earth,
In the lsboratory there's such a thing m=s a criticel mess, A chemical
can be in such minute quantities thet it cen no longer catalyses & reac-
tion, Aren't we Jews at or below that point? And, if we can't make
the kind of contribution that would make us significant to civilizetion,
why keep at it?

1 worry about numbers. We haven't always besen a tiny minority.
Before the bloody and Futile revolts esgeinst Aome in the Firet and
second centuries - you know sbout Masada - Jews probebly medes up ten
percent of the population of the Esstern Aoman world., In medieval
Furope wa constituted perhaps two percent of the populstion, but a much
higher proportion of the urban communities where the futurs was sbout
to unfold, It'e only im recent gensrations that wa have fallen out of
step with the population sxplosion. At the turn of ths century we weras
twalva million in an estimated world populstion of one snd & half
billion. Today we mare fifteen or sixteen million in = populstion of
Four and a half billion. Analyste offer ssveral reascns For the recent
down turn, the most obvious and tragic of which is the Holocsust. But
thara's also the fect f-hlth-‘ﬂ Population Growth sppesled precisely

to middle-class city people like us,

One of our better theologisns, Emil Fesckenheim, has written =

=
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good deal sbout what ha has called & naw commandment: Do mot allow Hitler

s posthumous victory. The Nazis meant to annihilate the Jewish pecple

armd mlmost succeesded. Our responss must be to pressrve snd enliven ocur
pemople snd that response, according to Feckenheim, mendates 1) support
of the Stete of Israsl and 2] children.

- 1 don't know sny one committed to s carser rather than children
who will change her plens just to splite Hitler.

There was silence For & while, We had come to one of thosa com-
mitment issuss which are too perscornal, really, to bes talked sbout.
Firmnally, somecona asked why so few Jews realize how Feaw of us there are. L

PFrobably because Jews sre in the news SO much . We are -lpburl
of an upwardly mobile, extremely visible, schisvement-oriented group,
and mlmost every dey one or asnother Jewish artist, musicisn, esntrsprasnaur,
physician, professor or one of ocur not quite kosher charscters make

rnewe, The seven o’clock evening news neerly slways includes & rsport on

the Arab-Israel conflict. As elections spprosch candidates for mes jor
office seek Jews out snd spesk to Jewish lesues. We're concentrated in
key urben sreas snd teks advantege of the political process. Then, too,
we look For Jews who make or have made important srtistic, scientifio,
political or aven sport contributions., There's s certain comfort in the
Feeling that Jews are influentiml in many circles. We nesd to believe
that quality, mot quantity, counts snd the schisvements of the
Kissirmgers, Shapiros and Browns sre surprisingly satisfying.

- Why did Jews advence From impoverished immigrant to the Ameri-
can middle class faster than most other minorities?

= Anti-semitism has its sdventages. Old-line businesses didn't
hire Jews msnd the mainline banks or corporations rarely sllowed us into

the executive suite, so the children of the immigrsnts gembled their
efforte and brains in high-risk sctivities, and when the world changed

. i

there we wera,.
-
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Actuslly it was the Torah tradition that turnad us in the right
direction. The immigrant family may not have underatocod what C.C.N.Y.
taught, but the young werses pushed to register, learning wes valued; and,
whern the krnowledge explosion cems, many Jews possessed desperately needed
skills. A major slement in Judaism’s special and surprising messsge was
thet literscy was s prersquisite for the religiocus life. Study was
an met of devotion: "and you shall tesch them [the commandments] to
your children." By the second century of this era s compulscry esducetion
policy had been developed, at least For males, which was mainteined over
the subsequent centuries. In medievel Eurcpe litsrscy was almost uni=
versal amorg Jews at a time when to prove he was a priest s Christian
had only to show he could read. "We ers the enly Eurcpean pecple," says
Hannah Arent, "who have survived From Inthr;t!.ty pretty much intact. That
means we kept our lidentity, and it means we are the only people who have
never known snalphebetism. We wera always literste because you cannot ba
a Jew without being literste. The women wers less literate than the man
but even they were much more literate then thelir countsrparts elsewhere.
Mot only the elite knew how to read but svery Jew had to read - the
whole psople, in sll itse classes snd on =all lavels of giftedness and
intelligence."™

- I'm not satisfied with your explanation of our fslse senss of
rumbers, 1 sgree Jews are highly visible and that we're programmed to
look For Jews, but dossn't it slsc have somsthing to do with ths .rﬁ of
the Jaw? 4F|’h-r-l'- s Fellow on ® night talk show who identifies anyons
with a Eurcpsan-sounding neme ss a Jaw. He cleims he admires Jews but
I've slways suspected his motives, He can't ssem to get off the aub ject.

The Jew looms large in the unconscious of the weastern world. The
Christian Chureh was Ffounded within ths ssrly synesgogue and has naver
gotten over ite need to distinguish its teschings from those of the




Mother tradition. Throughout its history most thecloglical deviations

hamve been damned as Judaizing heresies. The Jew was ths straw man sst

up by the New Testement to make its polemical pointa. Jews are Frequently
described as "blind Fools" and "lying hypocrites" and their influence is
seen &8s continuing end dangercus.- This in haly writ. No matter how Few
we ware, as the "enemy" we wers dangerous to the Faith and the Ffaithfulj
and, @8 the enemy we became in their conditioning, their uncenscious, =
powerFul Force.

- All that's medieval and behind us.

Unforturnetely, prejudice can reshaspe itsalf in insidious ways; and,
contrary to sxpectations, snti-semitism has continued to thrive inm
modern nen-Christisn movements. Many Jews identified snti-semitism with
a Christisn nerus snd Felt that the spread of seculerism would end this
sge old scourge. It didn't work out that way. Some Christisn communitiss
oroved capable of transcending the old myths and Communism to = large
degree Fell . Secular myths simply replesced or
complemented the older religious ones: Jews wara now celled a mongreal
race, genetically inferior, a disessed lot, spressding subversive ideas
and disunity wheraver they went. When Czar Alexsnder 1] was sssassinated
in 1880, the Aussian government Sat out to sliminete the Jewish commu-
nity. Jews were not among the sssessins, but thesy were gullty of being
carriers of the "virus" of democratic changa. Meny still sse Jews a8
the masterminds of a powerful consplrecy sgainst whatever institutions
they hold sacred: the Churchj white supremscy] thes working class; the
Third World; Western values,.

Whenaver privilege was challenged by some group demending their
rightful opportunity, the champiens of privilege loocked Ffor a Jewish con-
spirecy. Whenever neticnalism emerged the Jew was branded as a
cosmopolitan, "fundsmentally imcepable of understanding the Germen

.~




soul ;" the words are by a German scademic, Heinrich Fesulus. Whenaver

Marxism raised the banner of revolution Igllﬁlt entrenched institutional
power, the Jew was brsnded as s bourgeocis creature whose ingralined com-
merciml instinct inevitably turns him into an economic perasite and whose
religiocus ideas are designed to vitiste tha swareness of the Jawish

poor of the necessity of revolutionary remedies, It was in the most
scademically sdvanced state in Europe that, within my lifetime, Jews
were branded like cattle and herded like cattle to slaughter houses,
Modernity has not sbandoned the myth of the Jew as the perennial cutsider,
the alien in the midst, the poisoner of the wells, the ever-avallsble
scapegoat, The unconscious lebeling goes on.

- I had a roommate tell me how many Jews sat In the Senate and
House of Aepresentatives. I asked him if he knew how many Baptists or
Catholics sit in the Congress. He wonderad why anyones would want to
krnow. Incidentally, he included in his list quite a Few non=Jews.

- But anti-semitic myths sren't a good resson for us to stay g
Jewish, It was the same young men who had spoken st our opening session
of his need For Jewish identificetion to provide him a positive, trens-
Forming experience.

Agreed, but they help to remind Jews sbout the substance of the
Torah's special and surprising messags. Fr-.-n: Aosenzwelg often sald
that the mission of thes Jewish pecple was to remind the world of ldeas
and values it would rather Forget, by inmsisting that the Bible be read as
it is and not after it has besn resheaped into snother kind of decument by
the addition of a New Testament or sny forelgn interpratstions. It's

surprising how unsettling the Torsh can be. , % o
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Peul hed made it easy for the privilesged to l_ln.iti.m-tl.:- their roles when

]

he prascribed a high wall of saparatlion hl'ﬁﬂ'll.ﬂ -Pil:‘it-llll interests and
governmant; "Aender unto Cassar the things that belong to Cassar and to
God the things that belong to God," but the Jewlish understanding of the
Bible gives the lie to =ll the church-state arrangemanta thet sanctify
class and clerical privilege. The Church hierarchy wantad the "oroof
passages" which presumedly Forstold the coming of Christ but didn't want
the messes rallying sround an Amos or {saish's condemnation of all who
abused power. Ouring the Middle Ages the imperiml church tried literally
to lock up the Hebrew Bible lest cChristisns read snd "misunderstand” but
the Jew kept these texts slive and when, st the beginning of the sixteenth
century, Christiesns Finally read the 0Old Testamant, thay di.-nnvrld
ideas of community, Jjustice, and righteousnass in tuns with their new
democratic expesctations. Social revolutioneries of the sighteenth and
ninetesnth centuries often cited the Torah's command "to proclaim Free-
dom throughout the land"” and the prophetic vision of an sarthly Jerusalem,
established in justice and prosperity, snd challenged on this basis
Christianity's supernaturalisem, its promise of Heaven, its insistsnce
on deferred gratifications to thoss who patiently scocepted ths trisl of
poverty snd pesasantry. It is human naturs to blame or reward the
messanger For the news he brings. In the struggle For politicel reform
those who defended the old order blamed the Jew For the Bible's unset-
tling and unwanted ideas and prudently sought to quarsntine or sliminate
the Jew lest he spresad spiritual infFection. !
In“m-hﬂnlmlrm“mmﬂﬂmﬂﬂmm1
ms mors than he was. This is ir-ul m,n# M‘mm mlru

[ =a' !. = -!.._-,-'!; L
interpratations of our role in hiw attery wall !l
= .h—lhn- : i -.lr ‘h‘;i -hF I:II1..‘|L‘| :
pre judice). The Franch ”4“’! Juscques Meritan,

as "like an sctivating leaven lﬂ
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temch the world "to be discontented and restless as long &8 the world
has not God." In his view, the Jew represents in & world which is in-
creasingly statist the challenge of individusl dissent From the tyranny
of comnsensus, freedom of conscience, and a commitment to practical

reform rather than ideclogy. Such m view is flattering snd there is some
truth in it, but we must recognize that it remains a symbolic role.

- Has the Jew been a progressive Force in modern history?

The democratic impulse was kept alive smong Jews by their deily
existence. AS & ﬁﬂlitlﬂll-nutnllt_thl Jaw naturally identified his
political interest with the rebels, revolutionaries, and reformers who
sought @ lerger justice. The powerless ars spared ths corruptions of
power and easily empathize with all who share their marginslity.

= But has the Jew made = significant political contribution to
the emergernce of a just society?

Many have. Jews were heavily envolved in the esrly stage of Euro-
pean Socialism. One of my sncestors was among ths many who were on the

side during the liberal revelation of 848 and who came to Americs
to build here the world of his dreams.

But the maritens of the world were thinking less to individumls
like LaSalles and AReva Luxemberg snd more of the symbollic role of the
Jew im weastern liberal consclousness,

Jews and non-Jews react to some of ths same myths. Both treated
mythically and invested wlth poweras which he doss not possessa, For many
Jews arnd non-Jews the survival of the State of Israsesl has come to symbo=-
lize the struggle of desmocrascy to malntalpn itself in & world of medieval
pre judice snd olly powsr and the right of the Few to thelr own destiny.
Neither the Holocaust nor Arsb wars have broken this psople’s incredible
will to survive in dignity - which i® sssn as proof of tha potentis]l of

the humen spirit,
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- Isn't this trua? _

Myths need not bes Ffalse. In m world full of refugeses there are
Few Jewish refugees esnd, if Jews cen help it, none stay refugeses for long.
When & Aussian Jew arrives in Isrsel he is given » job and a key to ®

Flat befors he lsaves the sirpert. When he srrives in Cleveland he is

of Fered a job, Jjob training and an apartment.

- My parents Find Jews and Jewlsh influence whera none exists, 1

oFten hesr them discuss the Jewish vota and "awish power."

I often wish that theres was significant Jewish power. When Euroc-
pean Jews were the boat people of the 1930"ae nothing American Jews did
or said led our govermment to substantislly enlarge its restrictive
quotas on immigrestien. Would owr government sell sophisticsted ;iipnnl
to the Ae jectionist Front States, Jordan, Irsq end Syria, 1iF Jawlsh power
ware all meny Jews and non-Jews balieve it to be?

- If it's as Falss ms you say, where did this "power’ concept

comea From?

In part from the obsesrveble fect that Jews sppesar on Nobel Prize ’

lists imn rumbers Far beayond what, given our numbers, might have beesn
expected. In part from the kind of conspiracy theories wa've besen talk-
ing wbout, It's assumed that, if a Jew has office, ha'll use it to
secure Jewish ends. Jews rerely ask is s Kissinger or & Linowitz good or
bad for the ceuses they hold dear. It's somehow snough to know that onas
of ours made lt.

There's also a bit of theolegicsl conditioning st work hers.
We've mlreesdy talked sbout the Biblicsl dootrine of slesction, the bellef
that God chose Isrsel for = purpose. Deep down in the unconscious of

many Jews is the idea that what wa do, in soms mysterlous way, sarves

God's purposeas, It's importent snd cbviously God supports.
= You'va lost mae.

Unroll a Torsh scroll to_the sixth chapter of Osuteronomy to the

-
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Familisr line which is Judaism’s profession of Ffaith - "Hesr, D Israel,
the Lord our God., The Lord is one;"™ end you'll ses, even if you cannot
read Hebrew, that the last letters of the Ffirst and last words sre

written double-sized. These letters, ayin - daled = fForm the Hebrew

rnoun ed which means witness. The ancient scribal tradition exalts the
idea that when we recite the Shema we witness to our feith in God eand
the Torah. A German philosopher af the last generation, Hermenn Cohen,
out the witness idea this way: Jews offer God their pressnce in the
world, = presencea which proclaims God's soversignty snd casts susplicion
on =1l merely human, politicaml, and ideological cartaintlies.

= That's myth talk.

Much of what we do is governad by myth.

The mission theme was First srticulsted during the Babylonian
Exile by a prophet, Deutero-Issish, who heard God say that & time would
socon be st hand when the exiles would return to Judea and, having sck-
nowlaedged God's power and suthority, would live there as & compelling
example to the rest of tha world, "a light unto the netions." Hs spoke
of @ Judea reborn, orgenized sccording to Torsh lew, providing sn illu-
minating esnd compelling example to the world as well == security to ite
citizens: "For out of Zien shall go forth the law and the word of the
Lord From Jerusalem."” Modern politicael Zionism is an outgrowth of this
vision. The motte of the first pionesrs was the Biblical phrase, "Zien
shall be built in justice,” and Theodore Herzl wrota = utopian novel
sbout thes Jewish netiornal home in which he described = progressives
socisl democrmcy whose institutions would be s model to countrles
throughout the world,

I should add thet Deuterc-Issish’s vision was unique For its time.
The spread of religion by the sword, common in psgsn religions, gives

way here to the theme of conversion through the compelling force of

example. Jews lack a tradition which justiflies the conversion of the

s
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world by conquest.

The Jews returned to Zion and For helf = millenium meinteined their
state until Rome destroyed the Temple in 70 C.E. Consequent on that
defeat, Deutero-Isaimh's mission imege wes put into mothballs to -I-iﬁ
the coming of the Messiahj but its emphasis on a gentle universal mission
continued to color all Jewish thought. Jews never lived only For ths
sake of Jews. During the long centuries of dispersion, which Jews call
simply gelut, the spiritual interests of our mystics focused on the
idea that Jewish prayer i; essential to the world's deliverance. An
sccident, so the myth holds, tock place at Crestion end part of God's
beimng became trapped in the cosmos, ceught up in materisl shells. Only
the prayers of Israel, particulerly the presyers of the holy snd lesrned,
can break open those shells, realeases the imprisoned light, sllow God's
being to become whole, and so regain the power which will sllow Him to
establish the Messianic era. A wounded world could not bs healed without
the Falthful devotion of Jews.

= That's incredible.

All myths sre incredible to those who don’t beliesve them; but
recognize this myth for what it wes, an attempt to explain snd give mean=-
ing to Jewish experience, Transleted into psychologicsl terms, it
establishes the enncbling idea that Jews sre not ancther small end im-
potent pecople, fFlotsam tossed mbout by the crusl sess, but = peoples
whose activities were sssential to history. Without our devotion the
Messisnic Age would never come. A senss of mission draws ® group together
and gives direction and a sense of thrust to their lives.

In the ninetesnth century the mission idea was reshaped to con-
Form to the new spirit of sctivism. It was transformed intc a morally
brecing sermon which declered thet it is the duty of tha Jew, as heir of

the prophets, to serve energeticelly the cause of socclisl and escomomic
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justice.  The original idea hed been nation Focused and based on the
power of example. The new theme was focused gn the individual Jew a=
reformer and Fashioner of the brave new world,

The argument went this way, The genius of the Jewish peopls

was/is a religious genius. Israel was the first pecople in history to
sense the inadequacy of paganiesm and to transform shrine.religion into

ethical monotheiem, the Ffirst to perceive the oneness of God and to

conceive of religious duty as governing 1life outside as well as inside
a sanctusry. Since the world has not yet Fully sccepted these slemantal
truths, Jews continue to have the cobligation to teach them by reason,
example and asction: "You eare My witnesses, says thes Lord,"

Medieval man had been conditioned to sccept patiently the blessings
of the World to Come. The ninetsenth century was sn sge of technologicsl
progress, sweeping sociesl change, increasing prosperity and a rether inno-
cent confidence in man's ebility to transform human socisty For the
batter, The modern was impatient with the idea of deferresd rewards.

The World to Come was here and now or at lesst given the right political
efFfort would scon be, It was no longer encugh simply to bes God's wit-
rnesses, to hope others would Follew the Jewish example. The Jew must
take sn sctive leadership role., The mission ides beceame = cesll to an
ective citizenship. The Jew of Frankfort or London proved his loyalty
to Judeism es he worked to reshape his community’s political snd
economic structures, To cite verious snelogiess which wers favored st
the time, thes Jew wes to be the leaven in the dough, tha snzyme in the
organism, the catalyst which would precipitate humans social changs, one
of God's shock troops in the struggle For -.iIv;ll Justice.

= That's rhetoric. | |

The commitment of Jews ta
® matter of words. Social = !
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bacame = hallmark of Jewish 1ife in the lete ninsteenth century. Thas
recurrent experience of persecution had made th; Jaw intensely sensi-
tive to injustice. Meny of your grandparsnts and great grandparents
were boat people who krow what it was to be stateless and Forced to Flees
their homes. As early ss 1888 an American rabbi, himself = socisl re-
Former, observing the pelitical contours of Jewish l1iFe, described
"socimlism es unguestionably the product of the Jewish spirit." Those
Folk ware conscious of ® changing world where one's sctions counted end
of @ tradition where justice was the line. Jewish fund-raising efforts
on behalfF of refugees and need are legendery. Social work became =
significantly Jewish profession. Jews wers highly visible in the civil
rights movement and the pesce movement. - The percentage of Jaws who vote
in the United States is the highest dmong =ll religious groups and still
today middle-class Jews often vote sgeinst their immediste pocketbook
interests,

- Didn't thay recognize that a minority, and a minority of out-
siders at that, couldn’t trensform thes world?

Aemember, Jews were accustomed to think of thamselves ss conse-
quentiml and were so conceived by non-Jews. The conventional wisdom had
it that civilizetion, then defined as the culturs of the West, grew from
two sources: the religion of Isrssl and the philosophy of Greece. Primscy
in learning was given to Aristotle, primecy in moral psssion was ascribed
to Amos. Jews had given to the world the concept of thes one God, the
Ten Commandments, the hope of immortality snd the concept of humanity:
"Have we not all one Fether? Has not one Bod created us sll?" The sages
hed chosen the Fifty-eighth cheapter of Isaish &8s s Ffeaturs Haftarsh for
Yom Kippur. "This is the fast that I desire: to unlock the Fetters of
wickedness and untie the cords of lawlsssness, to let the oppressed go
Free; to bresk every yokes. It im ’“_‘mm bresd with the hungry
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end to take the wretched into your homej when you see the naked to clothe

him, and not to ignore your own kin." Jaws had provided the prophets
whose uncompromising sermons on justice were often cited by contemporary

reformers., Jews played s leading role in shaping mpdern culture,
Mahler, Freud, Einstein; asnd in the reform of the cld order, Lassale,
Marx, Brandeis. This wes the sge when Jews spoke proudly and wrote
voluminously msbout Jewish contribution to gcivilization. So many Jews
weare smong the pioneers of AU:IlIF physics that, until they recognized
its importance, the Nezis mocked it ss Judenphysik. I've often tsken L
some delight in the thought that the Allies won the Second World Wer be-
cause Naszi purges on non-Aryans necessitating the Finding of Aryan re-
placements For the dismissed Jewish sclientists delayed the German missile
arnd atomic pro jects for critical months.

- But many of those important minds were Jews in neme only. Merx
hated his msncestry. 1 remember being shocked by the bitterness of his

pamphlet, A World Without Jews. n

Nothing in Merx's writings shows thet this man, whoss soul was
outreged at the institutions which crested urbsn poverty, esver saw or
cared sbout the Jewish poor who shered his squelor and poverty in London.
Why Marx was prajudiced ageinst his sncestors I leave to biegraphers, with
the suggestion that the world's tendency to diemiss unwanted ideas =8

Jewish, mnd so benesth notice, creates sll kinds of complex Frustrations

in Jews who want to be hesrd, But I'd slse suggest, since the imprint
of our environment is indelibls, that Marx's intellectusl snd social
concerns, snd the bookish way he went sbout creating his revolution, in
some messure refresct the cultural Jewish world his Father asbandoned.

- I'm wtill bothered by the rhetoric. Is it reslly so clesr that
there would be no one to liﬂ!‘lﬁ ﬂﬂ ﬂ-il;:”l “'I “ﬂ'ﬂ'l' It ll:f be !

I F-.hi | [ |
true that twenty-Five ﬂlﬂtﬂﬁlﬂ.+"ﬂ nly Jews ineis
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human equality. Todey, thank God, many thoughtful and concernad

groups encourasge their Followers tg reach beyond self-serving pnliti?ll
philosophies and socisl prejudices. Look st Mother Therssa in the

slums of India snd the voluntesrs of the Fesmce Corps and Vista. And
robody did more For justice than Mertin Luther King. Many of tha most
interesting experiments in socisl democracy have been undertasken in the
Scandinavian countries, I wouldn’t like to ses & world without Jews, we
=sdd something to the scens, but surely = world without Jews wouldn't be
damned.

1 recently had a sabbatical and was sble to spend s good bit of
time in Asia, Asia includes half the world’'s population snd, outaide of
Isremel, & handful of Jews. The idea of Jews being the catalyst of Asian
civilization is on the surfece sbsurd. It is one thing to claim that
Jews have besn remarkesbly useful to the world. It is gquite snother
thing to claim that Jews and Judsism somshow ars indispensable, that
without us social progress grinds to a halt.

There's & prayer in the liturgy which my denomination translstes,
"Srant us peace, Thy most precious gift, 0 Eternsl Source of Peace, and
let Israel be the messengers of peace unto the peoples of the earth."

Is any of its sense really lost if the messenger of pesce is changed to
a messenger? Israel's mission neesd not pr-pt any other group's soclael
concerns, There's plenty of work for sll, And it bears repeating that
Jews did play & role in many Eurcpean and Americsn libesrsl and revolu-

tionary programs in numbers ﬂm to thair percentage of the

i+

population.

= 0.K. I sccept ﬂ;:ﬂﬂ.hrﬁw esrlier, that the

Biblical esnd Tllmi wﬂ 1 "j' transformi g cspscity snd that

they inspired = i:rﬁ-ii jod ®
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individuasl &8 much as Talmudie law. Isn’t ths work of = seperate Jewlish
community over and donea?
Torsh civilization has never ceased cresting new and stimuleting

Forms, nor have other traditions ceased borrowing our ideas. The I'I'I.lﬂ"':ll-ll
and most Protestesnt Churches flattered the synagogue by patterning them-
esslves on its open and democratic structure. Rabbinic Judeism requiresd
universal literacy. Study was a religious devotion equal im importance
to worship and crested, in- the second century, tha West's first com-
munity-wide educational structure - tha ancestor of our meandatory esduce-
tional system, Ouring the Middle Ages Jewish communities became ministurs

welfare states, complete with institutieons which provided Ffunds to bury

the indigent dead, ransom captives, provide dowries for poor girle and
daily support For poor families, and many = ninetesnth=century reformer
blueprinted his welfars state sfter the jnetitutiornal patterns he saw in
the ghetto. In my l:l.:ty, Cleveland, as in many Americen cities, the con-
cept of a combined Community Chest was developed by civic leaders who
wers impressed by the way local Jews crgenized to take cars of thsir own.
Just =s many of tha Protastant leaders of the Enlightarnment consulted
Hebrew teschers to better understand the Bible, so many socisl reformers
of our day draw on th-. langusge and images of the prophets and on the
remarkeble experiments in community nll‘ﬂlﬁl.li.tll:lﬂ represanted by the
Kibbutzim snd Moshavet., To this dey the Kibbutzim represent the only
communiterian experiments by free pecples which have proved to have
staying power and meny of their ferms have proved seminal. In most
scientific snd srtistic Fields you find Jews bresking new ground.

The problem with the mission there is not its purportad exclu-
sivity, but tha vagueness of its mendats snd ths narrownass af ites view
of religious 1ife., What does the spesker, the Jew, mean by justice or
righteousness? Glorious words, but justice mesnt one thing to the self=
satisfied German burgher snd Quite snother to his university-educated,
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politically radicel son. Terms require context. Eighty yeesrs sgo
Theodore Herzl recognized that in the vocabulery of many the mission theme
was little more than 'be good, do good,’ commonplace. "We must not con-
Fuse this sppliceticn of the word (missicn) with that given te it in

speaking of those poor monkes who set forth for the wild plesces of the

world to cearry the Christian gospal te cannibalistic tribes. The Jewish
"mission" is somathing sated, comfortable and well-to=do. « . The
missionaries are excellently situated.” Not sll were, but Herzl's point
was well taken.

Many took the mission theme to mean that thay served God sig-
nificantly only as they worked te eradicate racism or to eliminate
poverty. The customs and the traditione of the religious life, home
obsarvance, synagogue worship, and Er-dltiunll learning, all that givesa
beauty and warmth to Jewish life and provides a sanse of order in a con-
Fused world, came to be sssn as inconsequentiml. Unfortunately the
Messianic Age did not arrive. IF the world had become an sver pesceful
and prosperous plece, this might not have mettered; but the mindless
tragedy of the First World War exposed the glorious world snvissged by
nimeteenth century utopiesns ss = mirege. The brave new world was still
the same old jungle except that modern men wieslded wespons Fer more
dangerous than darts and spesrs, Theres is that little red box and sll
those Or, Strangeloves. Mechines and progress are no longer synonymous,
Dachau and Hiroshima drove the Final nails inte the coffin of the romantic
vision that snnounced the errival of the sge of universal values, insvit-
sble progress, and the brotherhood of men of good willj and Jews sgain

reed the warmth of a religlous life.




I'm not so sure, Only reforming pleties which can provide ean
environment in which the Jew can grow, not only in knowledge but in
understanding, not only in indepsndence of spirit but in social responsi-
bility, not only in awereness but in holiness. Our ssges often said:

"Sanctify yourself before you try to sanctify others," You will mot -~
Find Jewish literature glorifying the Don Quixote's of the world set out
to overthrow evil with a broken lance, & gerrulous friend, and = sway-
backed horse.

To be sure, in some circles, the mission theme led Jews to abandon
the synagogue, but in most communities people recognized that there was |
mo imherent conflict between sociesl sctivism end & discipline's religious
life. Socisl ection end - love of ceremony are not mutually exclusive.
The wise way is always both/and. I.nf't-n think of the ph.llnlnp.-h-.
Abraham Joshua Heschel, who was a pious Jew, really a mystic, snd one of
the leading spirits in the Civic Rights movement in the 1960's. In the
Torah, ceremonisl snd ethical commands are intermingled, "love your neigh-
bor as yourself" and "remember tha Sabbeth Day" asnd whet is done in the
text can be done in life.

- Let's get back to the origimesl question. Why should ..l---.uun-
tinue as Jews? Surely there is no purpose in surviving without a purpose.
The valuas of Jewish survival can be discussed in at least two
ron-mythic ways., One sesks to discover thas sctual, rether than thes mythic,
consequences For the world of our continued existence as Jews; and the
other axplores the consequences for Jews of being shaped by the Jewish
tradition, I've mlluded to the First point; this letter is for ma the

critical one.

I hold that Isresel’s primery responsibility has been and is to
cultivate dignity end justice within Israssl. Those who casnnot take them-

gelves in hand are not equipped to be the saviors of the world., The far

T



mystery, the sctual way in which {srael's survival is significent, I leave

to God., Our sages used to say, "The mirscle is not always recognized by
the one who is its sgent," which I take to mean that our existance as o
pecple hms importance, but that God is net about to tell us precisely in

what way.,

1 hold that the value of Jewish survival is best establ ished in
terms of the growth, sensitivity, and maturity which s Terah-ralested
experience makes available to those who taks this road, There is, or
can ba, a Formative tension betwean traditional ideas, femilier insti-
tutions, and the "I", snd tha new "I" that smerges from this Jewish an=
volvement can be more sensitive snd mature than the old "I". How do I
kmow? I've Felt the change in myself and I've seen it in others.

The story was often told of & young rabbi who set out confidently
te ssve the world. Repesated dissppointments teught him that the task
was beyond his capacity, so he reduced his expectastions. He would
kindle the Fires of Faith in his congregation. Despite his bast efforts
many members remained urr.-lp-un-lu-. Again, he lowered his sights. He
would reise his Femily in pisty, but children have minds af their own,
and his ware no exception. At the end of = long and industrious life
the rabbi realized that the ona sccomplishment he could guasrantes was
the cultivation of his own soul. The hope that our efforts sre conse-
quentisl encoursges us, but thers is no way te prove that this is so.

We do what must be done beceuse we are conscious of dyty and we pray with
t.h-:p-llm.lln Establish, 0O Lord, the work of our hasnds. Verily the work
of owur hands --t-'-.hl.i.ll"i Thou it."

- But why particulerly = ‘Jewish'® exposure? Thera's others.

The Torsh tradition refrascts certein velues: = way of 1life which

insists and emphasizes that the soul of essch child is prescious snd that

our purpose is to serve God, not tha mechine, the party or the state.




Our classic texts are biographical and humanes rather than sclentific
and technical. Our class achievements sre & sensitive home, = truth-
seeking school, and a synesgogue ssarching for God. Our religion is = ]
sanctified way of 1life, & culture which sets s its goal the disciplined
adult, fully informed, spiritually indepsndent, scocially compassicnate,
and morally bound to the commandments of God. Such a culture, iF it is
seriously pursued, justifies its existence.

Particularly when we keep in mind that the world has not been
particulerly successful in developing envirorments in which children
can grow up into balanced, wholesome end sensitive esdults, The educe-
tion of the whole man is regularly neglected Ffor tha education of the
technician, the soldier, the Faithful comrade, the patriot. The home
tends to be reduced to an economic unit, and many parents off-handedly
relegate to others many of the responsibilities of training snd guidsnce.
Much in our environment encourages us to compete, to mistake possesssion
For happiness, to accept the inevitability of wer, to pass by an injured
person lest we be sued,

Given my druthers, I1'1l]l take up the Jewish -uhnélihu--

- Rabbi, you're elogquent, but are you accurate? I've been to
Israel, Some of the most piocous have s terrible reputaticon. They cbay
every minor religious rule, but not the major sthical onea, If they're
arn example of Judesism’s power to transform the human spirit, I want nona
of it.

I resd recently an article by the former chisf rebbi of South
Africe, an orthodox scholer of unquestioned cbservance, asbout the ultra
pistists who have made s Fetish of ritusl snd are so distant From the resl

world that they do not feel bound by the normal duties of sny decent
citizen, He is, if snything, more dismesyed then you sre by this mindless |

emphasis on ritual end concurrent ethicel ineer

-0




*__"---------------—-—TTF-.-......._l

their world, You wouldn't judge Americe by our minority of better dead
than red jingoists. Don't judge Judaism by those who throw stonss at
passing cars on the Ssbbath, and remamber the emotional cest of the Holo-

caust mnd the Arsbh wars and that a relaxed sttitude toward rituasl is not
a guarantee of righteousness,

- Whe should I judge Judaism by7

It would be easy to givea you quite a list of the great and the
wall known, but I'd rnjhlf you judge our traditien by the Lamed Vaumies.
According to fFolklore, there srs always thirty-six saintly, anonymous
people raising Families, sncoureging the snxiocus, lightening the burden
of othars.

You're back toa ‘outside talk®.

My basic argument is that the best anawar to ‘why kesp mat it' is=s
that there's no better religious vision around which te wrap your soul,
and one bit of esvidence For my position is this remarkable record of
creativity snd decency. It suggests, at the least, that to belong is to
join a stimuleting '‘culture. My argument remains that, since you must, in
any case, open your soul to some religious vision why not take up the

Jawish option? It's ona of proven worth.




Chapter 5

THE TREE AND THE RIVER

We had a good night’s sleep end breskfast. It was time to let out

the questicns which had festered overnight.

- 1'm confused. I hesr tmlk sbout Jewlsh identity, Jewish vslues,
a Jewish way of life, and conflicting imeges come Intu_n:f mind: a kid
playing baseball with = mulkes on his head; sliyshs in = congregation
where mlmost nobody wears s yarmulke; @& petiticn signed by s number of
rebbis supporting a woman's right to have an sbortion on demand; and a
rabbi giving the keynote spaech at & Right-to-Life convention. At my

bar mitzvah, my grandfather told me, "Always be m good Jew." Now I'm

not clear what he meant. Are there differsnt ways to be & good Jaw?

Yes.
£~ Thesnr wA X deod e~f o i o FrThSe el E’

Many had First-hand experience with a Judaism thet derived ites religious
and cultural values From the distant past, consecrated and orgenized,

colerent comm t and let them face tha Future with = confident hope,

_—h—m‘

The rebbinic understanding of thes Torsh tradition had provided dignity

for centuries, and those raised within ‘it had no difficulty defining them

ves_or _their tglu;n:;a'ruu- grendfather probsbly hoped you would bs

proud of your heritsge, practice Judalsm in the way he knew, and be

sctive in Jewish sctivities.

In the old world some Jews wers pious, others indifferent; some
lesrned snd others simple; some fervant snd some skepticalj but most e

ona took it For granted thet there was a definsble Jewish way of 1ife.
'ﬂmqhmgi ﬂ-l#lh1lhh' eV
IF rnuuh-d a question sbout Jewish prsctice you could lock up the snswer
Tl .
in one of the manuals like Joseph Kero's Shulhan Aruch (17 e). Thers

wore differences, toe be sure, on minor points and varisnt customs,
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but for most purposes the text was inclusive and definitive., Today

traditional cbservance still engesges many, but others who are non-
traditional in their cbservance would unaffectedly describes themselves

as "good Jews." Americe is s pluraslistic society and so is the th‘lﬂ.'l
community. Orthodox and Conservative congregations celebrate most major
holidays fFor two days; Reform observes only one day. GSome Jews keep
kosher but rarely sttend worship. Others attend services regulerly but
make no attempt to keap t:mm-??-mhﬁfn;:h- mh?'u?: esiic
pioneered by Jews, some of whom would not enter a synagogue of any kind,

voras e WO
"ETEFE""!II'rr";ld out all non-orthodox approsches as misguided and heretical

or we sccept the fact thet our community ls no longer of = single mind
and that there are significent ressons why v-."l.uu- groups have reshspsd
and are reshaping their understanding of tha Torsh u-;dltiun. Y o =
I respect those who belisve in and continue to sbide by the norms
of what historiasns call the rabbinic tradition, but I do not look at the
Torah tradition in the same way they do. The rsbbinic tradition claime
that God intruded in histery at a particular time and allowsd HHI.'-I to
mediate His word, That deposit of tradition, the Torah, they bsliesve to
be God's complete and final ssat of dirsctions for mankind, the nnl-.]r.ll'l:
of Divine Instructions wa hava, I Find thise static idea inadequate to
our time and, in fact, inadequate == = d-:;"iptinn of the religious
development of the Jewish peopls, Thers wers prophets after Moses. The
Telmudic sages were scholasrs and some of them were alsc mystics who "saw"
answers or "heard" a kol, = volice, tell them how to decide particulasr
problems. In significant ways rabbinic Judaism is sn outgrowth from and
tronsformation of Biblicel Judsism. The Torsh tradition has slways been
end still is an evolving religious civilizstion, sn outgrowth of the '
Founding insights and of an uncessing explorstion snd redefinition of

them,
LR DefFine Torah,




In its most specific designation Torsh describss the scrells of
the Five Books of Moses, Genesls through Deutesronomy, which we keep in
the srk. This Torsh is read esch Sabbath in ths synsgogue in s year-long
cycle, repeated svery ﬁuur. ODutsiders are somatimes ﬁu::l-d that Jews
pay so much sttention to an antique textj but the ritual ls not purely
formal. Torash commentary continually draws new meaning out of thea
taxt, and thet's the process through which the Torash ﬁr-dltinn has
esvolved. Torsh comprises all that ceme to be considered ss revealed,
the written s well ss the oral law, and all serious commentary on that
revelation., Many use Torah to signify =ll Jawish learning. Ouwr
people's specisl and surprising word is stated and exemined in Torsh,

The word, Torah, derives Fknn a Habrew root which meant to shoot
msn arrow, It came to mean to instruct, hence, Tl:l-l‘Ih. is God's Instruction.
Torah provides = structure for @ living community as well as itas 1n1'nrm'n2
iduu;. The familisr Torah text stipulates not only matters of theology -
monotheism, covenant responsibility = but prectical rules = how much
demages are due if a farmer'’s ox gores his neighbor's cattls. It pro-
vides ® Fabric of meaning s wall as a Ffebric of communal norms -n:I ]

set of commandments as well =s sthical _nnmld--t:l.unl which define the

way of 1ife to the community.

L
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- IF there is ons Torah, how csn thers be various Judaisms?

You're thinking of Torah ss a scroll. The idem that the Torsh con-
talins the revelastion of the covenant toc Mcses 1s the i"i:"-l"!ding and cone
trolling myth, but this myth cannot be taken a8 ® F-nt;.ul d-lnr-iptin;u ,
of what sctually happened. Critical scholarship hes proven th-t. the .
Mosaic law is indeed = mosamic and that the Torsh is. an edited anthology
oF various Israelite traditions. Stop thinking of Torah as = scroll.
Think of Torah ss a chaln of commentery and tradition beginning in the
scroll and being shaped and added to in sach age, including our own.

Think of Torsh as & living tredition, snd remember that sverything that
is mlive is in the process of change. It was inevitable that the practice
and theology of Biblical times grew and changed into the raebbinic tradi-
tion and continues to grow snd change even in our day. It is inevitable
that in times of change there are those who percelve the rneed and those
who hold on to the Familisr, Some of us like to stride off into the

uncharted and some are mors comfortable when they are in fFemilisr sur-

roundings.

Judaism is a dynemic religien which has developed out of the
originel moment of meeting and out of thes reflections and religious sx-
periences of all those to whom that original mesting has remainesd sig-
nificent., Our Judaism is not that of Moses. Too much has hsppesned.
Looking at all sctive religion es living systems, I often enalegize thelir
transformations to the humen being. The imege of an sdult ss simply =
larger version of th.'nhl..l:l he was may sessm commonsensicel, but, in Fect,

jt's False. Tha child has immunities ebsent in the edult and the adult

has ® musculsture and nervous system quites differsnt from the child's.
Dur-ing puberty and adolescencs, Fundamental physicel and emotional changes
toke place. The red=haired, blus-sysd infent grows lnto the brown-hsired,

brown-eyed, sexually sctive sdult.
~- -,
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- I've slways thought of Judalism as =n entity of Fixed shaps and
doctrine, and I've always felt awkward that I couldn’t sccept it whole,
You're not mlone. Most of the imegery of the _.Fl"'-}"ﬂ"' book and the L
holidays suggests an nr-.'l:g!.n-l and constant tradition. FPreachers 11|..:. to

talk of eternal verities. ““When the Torsh is returned to the Ark, many

congregations ruuitl lines From the Fsalms which suggest an immutable
Torash: "The law of the Lerd is perfect, reviving the soul / the '!I.'.n-ﬂrhiru

of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple / . . « the word of ths Lord
is pure, enduring Forever."
ago I was asked to write the srticle on "Heresy snd

Heretics" for the Encyclopedia judmics., Soma heretics ere cynics, but

most are believers whose position doss rot command I.I.-rl:-li' to the
ma jority, so I wrota: "The heretlc may be hitt:lr' or eynlcal or defiant,
but he is not sn apostate and often balieves that he respresssants true
Jjudaism.” The edited proof contained this FIH.!.I-d lasngusge: "Tha heretio
may be distinguished From the spostate in that, slthough he holds be-
liefs which sre ﬁun‘l:r-;r to sccepted doctrines, he does not renounce his
raeligion entirely." My editor was not willing to Fece the pnulhl.;ll.l.tr
that the rebbinic Formulation of Judsism was not an sbsoclute m:-n:.lllrd
sgainst which all professions of Torsh must bs measured. : |
The more trn:litinnl_l-nl.n:l-d loock at Jewish history and see - L
fixed system handed down the generations by an urbroken chein of teachers.
But I ses change. ﬂvrmlnmlﬂmmm-!.l kinds of
changes in thes pecple's understanding of Torsh end many have struggled
Twelve hundred y--h hn- - .r--.np who cmme |

Jb'ﬁlnﬂﬂlﬁ'ﬂ“rlﬂm

over sach reinterpretation,
to be called Keraites, who m

& § e b i
Torsh, charged the r-z-.:ﬁm ﬂﬂ w;b-r law. Today
"-'Ih
it is the Talmudists ﬂu ge Libs l,gill
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I lock at the= Jewlsh past and see constant change. Polygamy was’

i

an sccepted Form of family structures in Biblicel times; monogamy is

required todsy. The Temple was served by hereditary prieste} in the syna-

gogue priests had and have no significant authority. The priests en-.
oursged, and most Biblicel Jews en joyed, worship Full of pageantry and
entered on sscrifices, but Biblical p-l"‘l:lpi1l‘l:-l like Hosea and Isalah con-
Idl:-mnud such ritual as misplaced duty: "Who h--- asked of you to trample
}m:-.r courts?" The Pherisees affirmed the resurrection of the body and the

Sadducees denied this teaching. In the Middle Ages there were rabbis who

IIFnund all kinds of esoteric and kebbslistic ideas in the Torsh text and
!r:thnr'u who denied that these ideas were theres st sll. In the eighteanth
century the Hasidic movemant shaped itself sround the charlisma of
"mir-:,lu-llm"kirn ssints, @ practice which was sharply dencunced by mainlina
|leaders who considered these wonder-working rebbes as charlatans and --I.-.-
‘times ex-communicated their Followers.

Modern libersl movements ars not the Ffirst to read Torsh and come
to new understandings of its meanings. It's been a cesseless process,
Biblical lew permits slavery but limited bondage .tu six years. Resbbinie
teachers made it clesr that ownifhg slasves was morally mnptﬂ:l.;

ifl!.i*l':.l.ul and trade had expanded. Fres lsbor had --'-nl:l. A fFres labor
Imnrm:r was now sttainsble and the Torsh was read, corectly I bellieve, as
o protest sgeinst all forms of bondage, snd the permission implicit in
the old lew was quil:l:.l:r discarded, ; :

Slavery is no longer s political problem, but women's rights sre,
Traditiona]l Judaism w man -'Il womsn in H'l_l mi.ll. forbade =

 woman to sppear as & witness in -l.vl.l ll--. snd —Hil.fllll mex differen-

IE*-
lnﬂl-ﬂl-ﬂum#h |

timted roles -~ a women of valor I-I“
househeld, I'- queting ﬁlg llllll. lll"
the Torsh slso wﬂ
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/ prophetess Huldah. Some historisns argue that tha rather rigid pattern

of separation by sex, symbolized by the women's hllnl:;n:f in an orthodox
synagogue, repressnts an understanding of Torah regressively -;I'I'-nt.d

by the herem mentality of the oriental world. Certainly there is no rule
in the Torash that a woman must bs treated as an !.rllful‘l-dl" or limited to
housewifely roles; indeed, by = different sxegesis, the equality of

| persons could have bean derived from cne element of the creation story:

"male and Female created He them," -

- Why wasn't 1t7

Each gun:ul*utiun not only reads out of Torash what is thers to be
discovered, but reads inte Torah its needs and cultureal Ip-lnnm-ptl.nnl.
| The orientsl and medieval worlds were places of rigid differentiation of

sexual roles. Think of the veil that many Arsb women still wear when-

—

ever they appear in publie.
- What you say ssems sslf-svident. Why didn't the rabbis who

shaped the Talmud recognize that they had changad the shaps of Torah?

: : Since one of religion’s major Functions is to consecrate values,
the drive to declare certain principles snd practices Fixed fFor mll

times is & powerful one, The myth of tha Ten Commandmants being chiseled
onto stone tablets is @ highly visusl metsphor of this Function. A
religion isn't compelling or commanding when it's -I.Ii-:rl saying, ‘perhaps’
or "we'll have to sse" or "you must make up your own lil‘!;." What the
rebbis did was to hide change by insisting that the new materisl had
always been there, M ﬂl-ﬂ-‘lm !ﬂm iilp p-"il to the

original r--ui.'l'.-tl.m,

Torah which had not bes ' ki
. Moses through the wuthorized tesc :
on the basis of | |

daism had taken
~o Rsbbinic Judal
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?me'nldil'q process through which sven more refined meanings are dia-

covered, but they denied thet this process of commentary ever altered-the
Fundemental structurs :-F-Judnll-. ;I‘hl task of each generation was hu.
apply the principles implicit in the covenant to whataver new -.itm'l:l..nn-
arose and to spin out a seamless web of ?nmm-ndm;-ntl and concepts, all
solidly based on the original reveletion, The rabbinic sages were Fond
of saying: "turn it (the Torah) over and turn it over sgain for svery-
thing is in it." Nothing was man-made and, therefore, Fallible; the way
was God's, infallible. Their comments and decisions were simply elsbore-
tions of what was either explicit or implicit in the text. An example:
the Torah nowhere mentions that a minyan, ten adult males, is r--c!ulr--:t

For public worship., Critical scholarship would probably trace the minysn

to the customary number required for = qmﬁn in West Asies using ten
Fingers so even illiterates could tally a quorum. The sages insisted
that God had specifically decreasd the minysn, snd they found s Torah text
to prove the point: "how long shall I bear this evil congregetion?™ In
this text God denounces the spies who hed warned the tribes not to atteck
Canaan despite God's command to do so., There wers ten such ﬁl.'l.lll. From
which it Followed that God meant that .I congregation should nun.-l-i.:. of

at least ten.

= Why weren't women counted?

The Bible names the spies snd th_-;_r wars -.Il.l.__llln. Thars wersa no
Mata Haris among them. The resl reason, of courss, is that women wers
not allowed to be part of the judiclel process.

Such commentery sllowed you ‘knew’ to be Torah without sny sense
that you were tampering with Torsh., If thers was no spscific text, the
letter of the law wes allowed to ﬂ:l.\rl way to its informing epirit, but
without ever denying the lew itself. It required a good bit of ingenulrty,
lll\ For example: the Torah requires that sll debte be cancelled sech sabbatical

!
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IIr year, ® rule which sttempted to protect poor Farmers from If.ll.qu hopa=

lessly into debt if they suffered several bad harvests. Unfortunetely
urben society emerged and, as money replsced barter &s the basis of 'I:-l"-lf.‘ll.
this rule became .ln:tr'--l.l'.'l.r'g].;r uuunt-ﬁ-prndu:;tiv-. Yesterday's I‘IFﬁl"I;l.l
are often today's politicel headeches. As the remission year, the seventh

year, approached, interest retes would rise often past ths point whers

— —

Farmers could afford to borrow money Ffor sesd or merchants purchase goods

For trade. More harm was done by this rule than help afforded, so in

the fFirst century it was circumvented by cerefully crafted legal devices

written to safeguard the letter of Torsh law and, at th-lnmn time, per-

mit debts to run through the year of relesse. Those who ur--tld_th--l

legml Fictions were careful to make it -pp-ﬁ* that the Torsh law was being

upheld for, after all, it was the sense of Torsh being = constant and

sanctified which gave the Torsh tredition its suthority. The simple

truth is that, like it or mot, institutions which do not change petrify

and die, and ideas which are not rethought and reshaped bescome irld"-l-vll'rl.'-. '
- Your process empheasis is & difficult one to bscome ﬁn-Ful*:l:..bln

with.

I know, and fFor that reason I've begun to move away from using

the Familisr label, Judaism, It suggests e Fixed set of ideas and
prectices constant over time, ‘jlrr-t.-:l, I've begun to use the term Torash
tredition which more sccurately suggests the process of ongolng comman-
tary on the original themes, |

= Plesse, back to square one. How csn I Jew IFf you can't tell me
whet is involved? _ .

= Another voice: You've called us a nn—u'ﬂ.t;r of Fete. That I

understand. Given your aspproesch, ifF I.'Hjl.—'- community of Falth, what
do we shars beyond enti-semitism snd Isreel?
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Judaism believe sbout. » « I cean answer: this is the way things were

organized in i‘:].i.blinul timea and this is the approach taken in rabbinie

times, and this is what I think, Teo talk in terms of process, develop-

ment, growth, and the unfolding of a religious tradition, the only way

1 can deal with religious questions is to rule out =a once and Final

definition.

When Karco prepared his nn&ynlnp-din mnnuul, the political and
cultural circumstances of Jewish l1ifa wers everywhere medieval, =o,
I d Freavad
although there were salntly Jews and sewsle ones, lesrned men and il-

literates, Jewish life everywhere fssperdel to essentislly similer

cul tural and sconomic conditions snd the Torah tradition had everywhere
essentially the same shapes, vas-theugbthasyerer-esckbilememerersym]n
W'W modest

: Hane]
F orm.. o Pyoemy-—waaess SUnedet.o-Deasd givte atw-proper. No longer, Seme

o d u.E Thewa Tudmiim I
Jaws & ML=

Ntlies 90 thero? livswunder~sor-foss~rostemiass, Each year ] discuss with
my ConfFirmestion class the concept of raligion. Once thsy understand re-
ligion Functicrally, as we've talked sbout it, I ask them a question which
would have been meaningless in a ghetto community: list the religions
which have affected your lives., By then they realize that America's
civil religion hes played and continues to play a major role with them
and thet their controlling senss of purpose is derived at least ass much
from the sociml sciences and libaral arte as from Torsh snd Telmud. Met
Sl caza o ame N Eu- understanding of Torsh necessarlily has bsen tresnsformed
by the intellectual currents which shape us. Can you be surprised that
Asbbl Silver looks at the Torsh quite ﬂiff."-;ﬂtlj‘ From Aabbi Kero?

I om m reabbi, I em committed to the Torsh tradition and I sgres %
with meny traditionsl rebbinic positions on Bod, presctice, snd values; =
yet, when I read the verious modern texts which purport to describe

~ -
-
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Judaism, I often Find myself vigorously shsking my he=sd. I would
balsnce some ldeas differently and they pressnt es Torsh other ideas that
1 don't sceept. Is this heresy? Not st s=ll. I'm not & maverick,

When I was ordained I wes not required to affirm = LFII.!"‘I:IIJLIIH‘ Hltlﬂhi‘-'l
nor have I at any time been told to nbmlﬁ' my writings to = superior's
censorship. The promiss that I .wes asked to makes on that beastly hot
June day was that I would confront Torsh with love and respect, with the
respect of one who was at home within its spirit and the love of one

who Femlt clese to the whole Torsh Femily.

‘H};ﬁ: ay writers :t:rl't.-n used the image of = tree as a meta-
phor to describe the orgesnic development of Jawish life. The ---Fllirq
had been planted at Sinal; over the canturles the trunmk had thickenad
es esch generation added 1ts undr-t-ﬁdirg- of the Torsh's revelation,
of the basic affirmations of God'as existence and cnensas. Esch age tha
t_r'--n s branches lengthened snd thickensd ss commentary added detall to
such tensts as Fres will, providence, reward snd punishment and I:hl
messisnic promiss. Eech spring the tree ceme into leaf and shed its
leaves sech fall s communities developed customs -npr-n'prl!“ to thelr
circumstances and then, undsr new circumstances, changed :Ir' mrllﬂ
them. Customs changed but not the besic teachings.

The imsge is sn attractive one for those who draw sncoursgement
from the ides of eternal verities for, scocording to the image makers,
the tree had retained its originel shspe. 'But I question this metaphor's
usefulness as a description of what -ﬁi'lllly ccourred. I’llﬁlﬂl Mosas
resurrected smong us end on = visit tﬂﬂil most traditional synagogue
in the area. nﬁwrmm -iuuhi-mlh-mﬂu
ees and hesr of the Hl..l.glnﬂ ﬂ‘ ‘“f ' found. 8 ynege :f*—‘:. IW
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If I took Moses to the Ark and opesned the scroll which hu-r_- his nams,
he could not read it. The Teorsh script, though sntique, uses an alpha-

bet which was developsd ssveral centuries after his desth. Nor would he

recognize the scroll ltself sirnce the Torah did not schisve its pressnt

Fform until afFter the Babylonisn Exile. i;mgﬂr w_m!
T —— .
In my thinking I heve replsced the tree hode th the river model.

I look on the Torah tradition ms, indeed, I lock on all the major re-
ligious treditions, ms = mighty river, I:l}‘ the Mississippi. The Missl-
ssippi beglns as & small stream feeding & clesr-water Minnesota lake and
Flows several thousand miles to the Gulf of Mexlco. The Torah begins
in an event, the Exodus, end in a revelation st Sinal, whose substance
wa cannot Fully recover, esnd flows down threes thousand years to our day.
I doubt that many of the molecules of water which smerge st the river's
source actually resch the Gulf. Some are lifted off by evaporstion.
Farmers pipe water for irrigstion, Citlies draw water to support their
pooulstion. Other waters mix into the stresm == Asin fells and tribu-
taries mingle with the original stream. Much of what existed in Moses's
day is no longer, but the mighty stresm Flows on. .

The Mississippi is single river but ms it flows it changes its
sspect. Sometimes it runa calmly for miles, at other times it reces
through rocky repids. In -..I;l-.li'l 1ife ‘hhﬂ"- have been IHI.I'I: and unavent=
Ful centuries snd times of dramatic change. I can locats the Mississippl
on the mep snd I can bathe in its waters but I cannot deny its chesngeful
nature, The Miesissippl Flows in = single dirsction, drewn on by thes
Fall of the land and the -:i.nu_ll[ ““phﬂlﬂ'l hand. The Jewish

» on k mlﬂ timem, the changing
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idioms of Jewish 1ifFe. Specific holideys and the Sabbath are mandated ,

by the Torsh, but we celebrate them differsntly than the snclent Israsl=
jtes did snd we interpret Torsh langusgs to other purposes. The past has
Force. The current Flows in cne direction, but it is a Torah which .
speaks to our needs end interests to which' we rl-{:-E-'nd-_ I remember basing
shocked when I took my First university course in-Bible and s noted

scholar described the Israselite religion to us, I had thought of Bibli-

cal Judmism es much like my own. It was not, My Toreh is the product of

threes thousand yesrs of sensitive living and commentary, not the aarly
Firet millenium text which my teecher outlined for me.

We sre not tha First generation to be aware that we no longsr
understand tha Torah ss cur asncestors did. The sscond-century sage,
Akibm, insisted that not only svery sentence and p‘l'-rlil had meaning, I:u.r:
avery letter, snd even the white space sround thes letters. A midrash
of the time describes Mosesa' hesring of Akiba's Fame, visiting one of
his lectures, snd being utterly puzzled by interpretastions of Torsh
which were completely Forelgn to him. Modern interpratations sre not
the First to mark a radicsl hr--k with rebbinic understandings which had
been mccepted For centurlies, We've slresdy remarked on the fact -l:h-l.-.
the Torsh stipulates csplital punishment for = nr!.-t:r of crimes but
raebbinic lsw discoursged it. The rsbbis did not l‘lﬂl mlrﬂ the old
law; but they reflned the concept of dus m S0 =e ‘H sharply I.l.i;l‘l:
e person’s sxposure to the death psnalty} and they were so successful in
their organization of the jl.lliﬂj.-"l i ‘_'I mﬂ" csmea to be sald thest
s rebbinie court which miﬂa 1 ..lndl.,m was =

murderous cowrt, SRS AT f 1'1.1 B i o i ?'-'
. s .1~ . s o
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ms much on his understanding of the spirit of the law m@ on its lettar -
so Jewish 1ife has been inconsistently consistent. Kabbalistse h-u-' read
into the Torash incredible descriptions of God's nature. AIIIlIﬂllt-. Found
in Torah the exact date of the Ffinal judgment. Philosophers dimuu;*-d
the Arintut-n’l'inn categories,

Gershom Sholem has defined the guintessentisl Jewish sctivity

ss Talmud Torash, =s the process of commsntary on the original revelstion,

as the sesarch For unexpescted wisdom snd we continue the sesrch beoauss
it continues to be productive. A Jewlsh servics, unlike say a Quaker

meeting, is rot an expectant silence, =8 the worshippers awalt inspire-

tion, but Talmud Torsh, reading, commentary, an exploration of & multi-

Faceted tradition., Some religiocous traditions change over time as the
inspired bring new words. Once the TﬂFlhI‘.ﬂ-l published, it was not to
bas smended; so Judaism has “phll.ll-tld progressive and inspired commentary
rather than progressive revelestion.

- But today's changes ere radicesl ones, 1 keep thinking of how
my grandfather would have reactsd toc s woman reabbi or & bares-hesaded
congregation. I

We have the capscity snd the nesd to build i:l-l and change .ﬂ'll
course of rivers. There srs thres times sa msny psopls onh earth a®
there were at the turn of the century. We hava ‘to use ... river's water
and power more effectively and do so beceuse our technology allows ul
to. HWe're in the process of changing the whole context of human 1ife.
Most people sre no longesr closs to the land. Urben life, crowding,
computer chips, longevity, instantsnecus communicetion, ths knowledge
explosion have craated naw l'l:.'l.-l.l-.l..l. new challenges snd = naw ll"l'hrl.l'llr-lln'l.
and our theologies must t-l:. m variesty of I'I- problems into considerstion..

Blame Dr. Einstein. '.l lﬂ,'l no Iﬂ!-' think conceptually without
taking into sccount the rmqm- time, snd the slament of time

-
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forces us to question all claims to immutebillity. Until quite recently

philosophers were confident thet such concepts a8 Jul‘l:.l:ll,l fFreadom, and
duty could be truly end Finally defined; =snd, once defined, such Formu-
lations could be spplied to =ll -ltﬁtlnh-. Today the dimension of
time, the perspective of the cbserver, must slways be considered and
diaslectical thm.uht.-h-- repleced Ffixed systems. We move in = world
governed by the concepts of development and dimlecticml process.

Unless we are preparsd to cavalierly override all the normes of
ceriticel discourse snd content ourselves with the -*-gun-nt. that re-
ligion alone, smong human sctivities, is impervious to the Flow of 1lifme,
the only way we can intelligently discuss religious faith is to discuss
it ss & process. We have seen that rabbinic Judeism insists t-h-:h,
though the revelstion is full and known, for tha Torah exists, yet man's
comprehension of reveletion is never complete. The essential and un-
cessing Jewish sctivity is commentary, the explorstion of Tersh which
mllows the explorer to plumb new depths. It was = n:.inu.i.utiun of thes
rabbis that, were Jews to study the Torsh until the Messiah comes, they
would mot understand it sll, so one of thep tesks the folklore sssigned
Eli jeh when he Ir‘ll;'lﬂlul'l':ll the coming of that worthy is .tu resclve the
moot points that have esceped ouwr ingenuity and learning.

- But what sbout revelstion? Did Ged give Moses the Torsh?

When ® creftsman throws s pot and then bekes it in & kiln, the

clay is transformed From an ides into an ob ject which exists indspandently

of the potter. Some compsre the Torah to such s pot.- Thesy sssm to think
that God dictated the Torsh scroll snd that it now exists spert from God,
That's not my uﬂ-nln-;ﬂirq. BGod cennot be sepsrated from His word, ‘
Torsh is not an ob ject independent of Bod but ‘-HH word of God continually
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When I'm asked if 1 h-illv- in revaelation my answer is yes and
my bmslief rests on the mysterlious power of the Torah text to ramain |
informative and challenging. And I'm not afraid to call thet mbsolutely
unique caepacity, no other msncisnt text has it, divine. ' |
- I think of religion as tesching -truth. IF the Torah tradition
isn’t trua, wasn't raevealed, why bother with 1it?
The question is not is the Bible true, but in what sense is it
true. There was no -1:-=!y Craation. Nosh's erk did net land on Mount
Ararat. The Torsh's description of the srchitecturs of tha Tent of
Meeting doe=s not discloss n;;mlu secrets. No Torsh text contalna in
secret code the date when the Messish will arrive. The Torsh is not
an all-imnclusive encyclopedis., You will not Find E = Mce anywhera in
its texts, What you will Ffind is wisdom, hope, and the power to stimu-

late andless religious creativity.

The Jew says easlly: This is the Torsh which Moses received From
God an Mount Sinali.? The Christisn affirms that God sant down His only
sorn to take on HimselF the world's sins and that the record snd mesning
of l:'r_rint'- miseion is recorded in the gospels snd in Peul's letters.
The Muslim insists that the angel Gsbriel brought Mohammed the Book of
Aevelation and that the Korsn represents a true copy of God’s book in

God's own language.
- What sbout the truth claim?

I understand why lﬂ“mﬂihﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂfb!ﬁﬂﬂﬂ¥L'h'“'I suggest thltlﬁur
speciml snd surprising nu;'d ot bs the. truth, the whole truth, and
nothing but the truth, m;ﬁ-l‘ W"mulm im that it
confirms a value m ﬂnl,nlrfmnh mnd
want to Feel tha "es an undergraduste
survey cours . dents will go
through = oris Ppsimag ssesroh takes for
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grented that ths Torash was not given to Moss® in it= FI"IIIITI: form or that
the Gospel documents were written and edited long after the events thay
purport to describaj in brief, that tha truth Is not what they were
taught in Sunday School.

Actuslly, truth is not all it's generally made out to be. The
Gospel of John promises, "You shall know the truth and the truth shall
make you Free," and the thought is often quoted; but, if you asnalyze the
ides, it clearly exaggerates truth's value, I know the medical dangers
involved in smoking end thet I won't Fall from an obssrvetion deck, but
krnowing isn't emough to free me l"rnn an sddiction or a phoblim.

Truth comes from a vocsbulary of I"i:n;-:l terms which sre now denied
to us. Modern philosophy suggests that the only truths of whose scourscy
we ore certain are those which spply to systems which are our own :r-.--
tions, like mathematice. When we deal with nature snd humen nature,
which sre God's creations, we csn describe process, 'how', but we cen't
explein purpose, ‘why'. Our truthe sre st best partisl explenations. We
will never be able to exhesust msll sspects of reality. 1 find the Torsh
tradition sensitive, suggestive, wise., It offers me important hints sbout
the mystery we call reality, but it does net reveal to me the whole truth,

- Doesn’t it bother you thet yoeu'res not sure? I like to have
-vrrthifu ﬂ]:l-"l.'." laid out, |

Not really., Almost svery decimion we meke envolves s judgment
call snd is in that sense a risk, Aisk sddes excitement to 1life. In many
ways not knowing the whele truth is better for us. At lesst, God must
have thought so since He built deniml mechsnlismes into our psyches.

People who balieve they posssss ths truth inevitsbly IH;‘HI- the
beliefs of others to congenital lr_u-ltr. invincible ignorsnce, or the
work of Saten. ‘H"IIHI' wl L] " f -.-.1“!'“ and division
inevitebly come in its m an ade : '
the claims to sbsolute truth sdvenced
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- How can you take this position? Ocesn’'t the synagogue service
include ® prayer which begins: "True and .lnﬂi-l‘ll'ﬂ is the word which you
have spoken through your él!‘nphlt-. M7

Worship seeks to set s confirmatory mood. We need to feel t-h-I
validity of Toreshic ideas before we'll sst on them, but Jewish thought was
aver conscious of another t-::tt in Deuteronomy which I've lll‘l-lt‘lh\" quotad
to you: "My thoughts esre not your thoughts, says the Lord." Any formu-

L

lation by us of Torash is at best tantativa.

To suggest, as I have, that the Scripture is not literelly true is
rot to argue that its themes are False or have besen deceitfully proposed.
I marvel at the Torsh's continuing sbility to refrect idess of trans-
Forming power, ideas which entered ] pmpll'i-nnnninum-“ et a perticuler
time and afFfected, and continus to affect, the lives of millions,
Sophisticates of a generation sgo tended to dismiss talk of revelstion ss
the invention of priests or the delusicona of Fanatica, but ocuwr genaration
has rediscovered the sources of perception and insight which lie hlh_lrld
and beyond resson, We scknowledge sources of understanding which ars
lodged in the imeagimnation and in the unconscious rather than in the
rationsl intsllect. An artist psints with his imsginstion, his soul, =s
nuch ss with his sind. N8 have lesarnt that thoss @“ruths’, what I've
been cslling the "speciaml and surprising words”, can trensform m society
snd that they emerge from the desp well lf. inspiration rethsr than from
the limited renge of l.ql.nll. M.

- But how do wa know if a religion’s surprising message is true?

Thers you go sgain with that term. How do you know if ® master-
work is trus? mw&wmn-h-. dﬁwhlmﬂ.m-‘h"ﬂ-
cultivation of sssthetic tasts, the ‘i ) -ﬁaﬂ- piece. The sams test
crriien m metUES . e o ':'_.. s sayirg: My theology ie trus end

a1 iy

ymllflllll
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instinctive sgreement. Instinctively we knaw the Torsh to ba = master-
piece, and we confirm our assumption by trascking its record over tims.

I like to use words like pesrception, insight, heightenesd con-
sciousness which ara not so imperious in thelr implications =as ‘h‘u'l-'-h and
v_-;r;ity and mllow me to appreciste tha spirit end the mind of those who
do not share my beliefs, Perception and insight ars not necessarlly
limited to one religion any mors than Shakespeara's or Beathoven's
genius exhasusted the pessibilitiss of great litsrsturs or grand music.

I prize my Torah esxperiesnces and have been enncbled by them, but, since
1 don’t cleim that they exhasust all truth, 1 can sees other raligions
as of fering an inspiring vision.

- If the Torah is so Full of old things and no longer believed
things, why not scrap .thl old text snd start Fresh?

We cen’t redo what has been, Thers is no reason to, Torsh is =&
continuum not a conclusion. Morsover, NO n.r-l can self-conscliously write
s scripturs, However noble the thoughts, it would end up being = book of |,
Fine themess, but not Torsh. Books of Soripture have something divine, =
special compelling power sbout them, the power that trensforms a socliety. |
The rabbis said Terah Orsh, ths Torsh is ll'l- unceasing source of light
which has the remarksble snd mysterious sbillity to continue to shed

L]

enlightenment,
- You have located divinity within the vital force of the tradi- 13
cion. The Torsh ssys "snd God spoke". Thers’s a difference, iy
The investigstions of Freud, Jung, Elisde and = host of others

heve helped us ses that our fathers wers wrestling with the limitations j
of langusge when they said “I-FII_'-.IH-II.II "Thus says Iml." How |
elem -w“rﬂm““tﬂ_‘mm}-ﬂmm
before? How slse express Iﬂmgﬂ g._.;

fusion? After a first cours: r e
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dismiss Scripture as en sntiguated cellection of mytha and _1llq-nd-. It
was Martin Buber who tsught me to sees Torsh as the record of & series of

meetings between Israsl snd God during which our Fathers opsned them- .

saelves Fully to the mystery of the divine end IFII'-'II""II'II'I"Id;Id something of I

that mystery. Though thay described the experience with words, "and
God spoke", (this is the vision of. ', what they experienced could not
really be expressed. How often have you worried over a decision and
thought you had put it out of your mind only tu Find that the pieces came
together when your conscious mind was busy with another problem, Tl"'!l
prophets were not babblers who, in some drugged hazs, said anything

thet came into their minds, but scber and responsible citizens who
puzzled long and hard over the conditions of thelr lives snd discovered
somatimes to their own amazement thet the pleces came together in an .
unexpected vision. HAevelstion is not -n invention of crafty prlessts
designed to discoursge the laity from ssking too many questions, but =
word which describes = FIIDPII s surprise at some Uﬁiﬂﬂlﬂtlﬂ 'ﬂd powerful

insights into thes human condition,

- My rebbi hes a Few thames ni'-n.lnh he cells Biblical: the oneness
of God, human dignity, sociml justice, snd he weaves his preaching -ﬂu'-d
them. IF tha Torsh reduces’ itself to such general terms, it's more then
sonewhat vagim mnl hardly distinctive. Are you ssying that the Torsh - |
itself is not true but that its informing spirit is true?

I believe there is sn informing spirit in the Torsh but I'm
speaking of s Far more -upl;lﬂl-ﬂ interpretive process than sbstrect-
ing m Few high=sounding terms end mil‘ ‘Ihﬂ to bl the whole of God's
word. Torsh ﬂmm .'I.-:l.'l-l = re :

exsmination of all ite lﬂum'_ mm' *El. m was

b

Lo f
celled mi ﬂ-ﬂMﬁ sed on "5 ith in Torsh ss th
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Midresh testifies to the encompassing quelity of the Torah tradi-

tion since, by its very being, it testifies to the mysterious vlt-.lit:r of
the text. IF the Terah is God's word, every word and thought must be

spiritually eignificent. Since each sge emphesized different meanings

and virtuss, the search, the process of midresh, is ceaseless, sctive

as long ms there sre bellevers, .

- I'm no suthority, but doesn't the midrash, theres are collections

of this material, aren't there, contain conflicting interpretetions?

Midrash was published by & process of sccumulation and little et-
tempt was made at systematic editing. The Torah tradition has no
problem with interpretive inconsistency. Veriety of interpretation rein-
Forces the idea that the Torsh is infinitely suggestive, in 'rh-‘l:-n-
special, surprising, mysterious, divine, Thess 1nnnn-1-t-r|ﬁi- aimply
raveal that esch of us looks on Torsh H.l:hh his cown ayess and mind; we
mre inconsistent, not God.

Besides, what is the virtue of consistency? The rebbis antici-
pated Emerson's "A foolish consistency is the hobgeblin of little minds”
when they wrote, 'both this statement and snother of different import
can be seen as the words of the living God.! Life is Full of contra-
dictions, consequently ths neatness of a moral nr- philosophic system does
not prove its truth. _ ' |

- Back to squars one q-.ln.‘ IFf Tormh is m}lmnuilrr in the
process of becoming, how can I ever know whet it tesches? '

By study, -H-rnglﬂl'lﬂ reflection snd envolvement in the community.
If you .re llkll'u Fﬂ!gh‘lﬂ -ﬂﬂﬂ;m m-r h-—.l.n Judaiam,
I oera #ﬂimmw k Laeerel. sorsenent When the Torsh

sits For ;; .u:r:- ;,*_JE s _differ e picturs.
"“‘"ﬁ,.J — , W=

Tt

..‘H _ i e

11? ERETT - e
Frankel, snd Seam Hirsh _ ars,
‘ll.. .

 over = hundrad y phesl Hirsch, Zschariss -



Orthodox tradition. Zschesriss Fresnkel sdvocated slow, d-!.l.hr-t- change.
Samuel Hirsh chempioned radicsl reform. Each 'said some interesting
things sbout thes nature of the Torah tr.-n:l!.t..lﬂn, hut an cutsider reading
these thrses books would have wondered if they wers describing the II-+-I
religlon. Esch saw what he was prepered to ses, and none succeeded in
defining mny ob jective criteris which would enable snother resssrcher -
to arrive et his conclusions,

Their contemporery and countryman, Henrich Graetz, the most
Famous ninsteenth century historian of the Jewish pecpls, rw!l‘.--id their
works in s progremmetic essay, "An Intreoduction to History", in which
he clesrly demonstrated that esch had read 1ﬁtn the Torah tredition
exactly what he was prepered to Find theres. Samuel Hirsh, the great
liberal, described Judsism ss open-minded, non-dogmatic, this-worldly,
committed to civie reform, Samson Asphael Hirsch, whose ms jor sccomp-
lishment was to provides a philescphic basis for = modern orthodoxy,
described Judaism ms an all-smbracing and enncbling rule which delineateds
God'’e will and 80 allowed man to lead a good and l-llpnl'\:Ilhli 1ife.
Frankel tried to balance these opposing views by suggesting the rele of !
the community in establishing the -uniru of Torsh. Gresetz described
the thres works as impressionistic studies, sssentislly the work of
connoisseurs with good eyes but subjective tastes. Their descriptions
were 1nnigh‘hf'u1. contradictory, and m-. How .m'ld it be other- 4
wise? When you swim in “Mm—-m” strestch of weter and

the near bank, T -

L“ -.ﬁ"! "I'1:_"':-.'-.'- -'-."'_Jr:"
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a corridor .I.nt-l:l- the World to Come'!. The modern synsgogue has left
h-ll—Flr‘I I:Ilhind but mot €he words thet presise God as reviver of the
dend, :ur anybody says to me: this is Judaism, this ie Torash-trus,
everything else is False, I must ask: whose Judesism sre you tllhirﬂlrm
fhe Judaism of Akiba? The Judsism of Moses? The Judsism of the Besl
Shem Tov? The Judaism of Daniel Silver? It's preclsely the developmental
aspect of the living traditien, snd anything eslive is constantly snd
necessarily in Flux, which limits sny interpretator's sbility to express
the range, depth, and sensitivity, not to spesk of the contradictions of
the Torash experience, 1 love the Biblicel phrass, "a fountain of -11'1"
waters." It suggests the infinite depths, the ever-pressnt but changing
present, and the enlivening sspect of Torsh to 'l.'.l*m- who will pasuse to
look and drink. |

Another related sxample. Many modern Jews like to think of the
Torsh tradition as spprecistive of our physical ss well ss spiritusl
natures and s sppleauding love end sex as natural. The Torah, they claim,
and correctly so, does not mandate celibscy or regimens of denlal or

monasticiem, and thesy contrast this position favorsbly to religlions which

encourasge ascetic devotions. Ihnl nf 'hhp Torsh's nn_d'l:hmtl specific-
i 'i

mlly require any rnr- nr sm or m.tﬂnninn. Th-y sre quick to
4 l,-_.-_' e 'Ir'"
a8 t ; "1 n, @ mﬁflmlﬂﬂl and
ked on pk w'}#ﬁ* ir s one Il' 1ife's blessed
Biblicel times there
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possible. Thl-ul..lghﬂut the Middle Ages the Kebbalists encoursged fasting
and mystical exercises, Some of the Hesldic rlhh-- and Huur leaadars of
Fastern Europs Followed B regimen of viglls and reguler Ffests. Any number
af medieval manuals wares p-l.#l.l.l-;-d describing a way of deniml which leads
to holiness, Asceticism wes not the Torash tradition's mejor theme but,
clearly, it was not an lnconsequential or heretical one,

As m living tradition rather than a definsd ﬁnut;'in-, Jews needed
their leaders to be scholars rather than:.ecclesiestics. Many t*.r--'di*l.'.inn-
tend to Find leaders smong charismetics and it is not unusual for the
barely literate to be seized by the Holy Spirit snd to be sccorded
preasching authority. Some Talmudic rebbis and Hesidic rebbes were faith
healers and charismatic Figures; but, smong Jews, cherisma ui‘l:huut.- learn-
ing wes suspect. The rabbi’s traditicnsl role was to edjust Torsh to
community need and to develop their community's mdrﬁwﬂirg of what the
Torah required and taught. Their authority derived ultimately from thelr
control of Torah, not From the zeal of their plety. FPlety was assumed,
but charisma without ll-ni.ng was suspect, Oriental Jews called theair
leadsr Hacham, wise one, When Europesn Jews ﬂ-l.l.;."d their lesader rabbi,
thay meant one qualified to teach Torah.

-~ A complaint: You talk as if nhlrﬂll inevitably leads to progress,
1'd hardly call the rabbinic sttitude towards Imllﬂ-n .l.-r.'rl:w-;-lrrl: ovar
the Biblical spprosch. How du--- krow that today's changes are Ffor the
better? |

We don’t, Progress is s hope, not = resality. How many of us

could claim that our sensusl snd metsrislist genaration brings more
athical sensitivity to male-Ffemals relstionships thsn soms sarlier genere-
tion? 1 th"mﬂﬂdﬂllinﬂuMhrﬂwrm

and defarence which MMIH mp-l, Ih- of the compslling




Chapter 6

THINK BOLDLY - BUT THINK

1t hed been = sunny outdoors afternoon and conversation began

]

- My cld sabbath scheol principal called me the othar day snd

with @ commant From an aide,

asked me to be & substitute teacher. I agread snd was surprised by the
charges. We had Hebrew and History classes, they still doj; but now thera
are sessions in ;-tnbr-w lettering snd Jewish cooking. One group spent
part of tha morning carpentering =& wooden ark.

Aeligious schools now emphasize Jawish experiences, Hebrew cemps,
Israeli dance Festivals, snd shul-ins, as well as courss work, u-n the
sensible grounds that the only way To spprecists the Full range of what
it means to be & Jew is to " jew'": to celsbrate Sukkot, to correspond with
a Soviet refusnik, or to spend time on a kibbutz or moshav,

A generstion ege most Jews lived in a Jewish environment, t_I-nlw.i.rlln'
came naturally and the religious school simply explained the Jewish world
that the child was living in and gave him the tools to taka Full sadvan=
tage of its sctivities, Today's child grows up in = fragmented snviron-
ment. His home is a middle-cless plece, sn American plece, & television
plece, public school place, a8 wall s & Jewlish plece. His psrents may
be desply committed but their commitment may be sntirely civic and the
ehild may not recognize that mmip in a socisl sgency is @
form of (jewing.® His world is the public school and Littls Lesgus as
and ﬂlﬂ" As @ result,
'Wi‘ﬂ J Ht-hﬂlhi

e e it S hip to sheir lives, and s
ieh ' )¢ :TF !'.-.h;"_‘ o . e
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Faw ritusls
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There is an old saw that Faith is caught, not teught. In matsers
spiritual the heart rules the head. 0One powerful experlence that touches
the heart is worth countless explanations.

- I know what you mean. Distant cousins ceme From Isrsel to

visit. Until then I'd never seen concentration cemp numbers tatoosd on

anyone's wrist, She still had hers. I'd read sbout the Holoceaust, but
it wasn't real to me, if you know what I mean. Now it is, and I know
why Jews must survive,

- I went to & small college in & small town, Thears were Few of
us and my roommete tried to convert me, I1'd never been challenged before.
Defending myselF, I discovered I really cared.

Commitment is essentimsl to religious involvement. Comprshension
is mrot. I teach in the Department of Aeligion of = loceal university and,
as you would expect, my courses Focus on Judaiem., Ministers and nuns

Fave been esmong my best students, Thelir previcus training hesightensd

their ability to assimilate theclegical ldeas and to put them into per=
spective., I hope they have gained some spprecistion of the Torsh tredi-
tion, but I'm sure that nothing thay lesrnsd changed their bessic loysl=
tiea nor did I intend it to.

I took out @ copy of Tha Jewish Cetalogus I happsned to have in
my briefcase,

A Few yesrs ago & group of Folk From the hsvursh movement pub-
lished this volume which thsy described ss "s do it yourself kit,  de-
signed to open options For personal Jewlsh crestivity and contemporary
vtilizetion of the rites and ritusals of Jewish 1ife." Forgive them the
jargon. Whet they offered and what psople sagerly sccepted - the book's
sale was & minor publishing phenomenon - was a step-by-step guide to
writing your own ketubsh, baking matzsh, or molding s kiddush cup. Here
was ® way to do Jewish things resther than to have them done for youj end
the suthors srgued -I'F-nﬂ.uﬂr MQW ara generally the
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Firat step in develeping religious swareness,

The success of The Jewish Cstslogus was & Fascinating phenomencn

For many reamsons, not the least of which wes that it seemed to signal

the snd of an era during which the Torah's presumed reascnsblenesss :lnnl
the socisl value of its commandments were held to bs major sslling ,
points, HAabbis of s generstion before mine pralised the dietery lows as

a primitive but effective means of contreolling Food-transmitted diseases,
They described the Sabbath day ss the world's First lebor law. Yom

Kippur's annual spiritusl exemination wes squated with the annusl

physical. They srgued that the mitzvot wers utiliterisn and thet, there-
fore, it was @ reasoneble decision to be involved with Jewish practice.

- If the commandments ares purely practical esnd Functional, why
should mnyone keep them up when there sre up-to-dats techniquas uhl.n_h
would schieve batter results? Why do you need the Sabbath in = society
where tha Five-day week ies commonplace?

The snewer is that you don't end that the commandments are not
purely utiliterien rules. The dietary laws may have helped Jews svold
certain intestinal problems, but surely -Inh"'n food inspection programs
are brosder in scope and more sffective.

The Food commendments wers not designed ss pure food or drug
laws, bur as pert of sncient II"-II,_?- campaign sgainst idoletry. Jews
were not to sat the animsls which served as the totems of ths gods of
Israel’s neighbors lest it seem a@ if thsy wers snvolved in s pegen
: d side effect. The Ssbbath

ritusl. Any hyglenic valus was an .
was not simply ® lsbor law, M -

the wmlpp- lﬂm ﬁgg!(!,
part of = bl‘ﬂlﬂ
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separate and rising
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In part. The Sabbath remains the Sabbsth, = religious obligaticn,
aven For those who live in & soclety which operates with a Forty-hour
waak, It defFines " jewing." In the Middle Ages some philosophers divided
the Biblical commandments between those of cbvious sociel Function =
leaving the gleanings For the poor - and those sociml bensfits could not
be explained - the prohibition of wearing s germent woven of variocus
threads; but all thinkers agreed that any explenation of our laws did
not exhaust their intent. Life needs form and holideys and ritusls pro-
vide structurs,

- Are you saying that it doesn't matter what the rulss ars?

Not at all. The philosophers Ffound sociel utility in moet of
the laws. I'm arguing that the law exists because of its socisl benefit
and because one of the ways religlion orders our lives is by providing
guiding Forms.

- Are you saying that inexpliceble rules sres batter thean the
reasonable ones? 1 won't do what dossn’'t meke sense.

But you do. We all do., Birthdeys, memoriesls, courtesies, thes
way we set a table, the day we chosa for Thanksglving. .Ev--:.r pearson,
femily culture and religious tradition must have its own identity, Form,
a neme, ® special feel. There's & value to the netional snthem before =
ball geme and to the conventional courtesies though there is no resson s
song of & greeting must have the form it has, I'm simply repesting what
Proverbs suggested long sgo: "The hesrt has reasons of which the mind is

wi -
ignorant. T oy
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ar haar.

From the bank you can see a Few miles sach way. Details are
clearly defined, but what is sround the bend lis hidden. You're still
an obssrver though the river, or part of it; ils closs at hand. You

can sense its presence and hear its Flow, but not Feel the water againat

yvour skin.

The swimmer sees only = Few yards in esch direction but he is

alive to the river., He Feels the current pull him slong and findes the

water refreshing sgainst hie bn:l:,r: Tha Jewish Catslogue is & primer

For those who want to learn to swim. It's = "hu- to' book that leaves

mhestractions on the shore.

- On the one to ten scale I'm a two or three Jesw. 1 went to ra=-
ligious school and I go to ssrvices on Yom Kippur. I came here to be
with Friends as much as for the telk. I've found the discussion intsrest-
ing but, no of Fanse meant, it was only talk until we held handa last
might sround the camp Fire and seng Hebrew Folk songs. I Felt then I'd

like to be m 8ix or savan Jaw.

Aeligious commitment is like love. If you wers to make = list of
requirements Ffor an ideal mate and happsn To find someone who Flite the
description, you wouldn't necesserily fall in love with that parsgon.
Faelings cennot be Forced. Love surprises us, Somatimes we're tnﬁ-n-
duced to someons snd we know right off that we won't work well together.
We say that the chemistry was wrong. It's not a chemicel problem, of
courss, but that our emotions Ffellew thelr own logleoc.

- I'm ® holidey Freak, I like being with the femily st a Sesder
table: the Food, the songs, hiding the Afikomsn. I get ® kick when I
rattle off "who knows thirtessn" without locking mt the book or taking =
breath; so 1 cen spprecists what you've bessn saying sbout the binding
quality of the rites., But I*Wﬂt lemf" much sbout the
holideys if they wers just h : - ' '
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group camps snd experienced friendship services which wers Full of
Feeling. I've heard many say, 1'd 1lke to be closer to Judsism'; but
emotions sre Fuglitive. When they got home, it was beck to the old distance.
I Find it's the ideas tll':-t. bring me back. GSeader nluh‘l‘..lf-h- Heggeadah .I].H'I-:fl
starts me thinking mbout spiritusml as well ss physicsl bondsge snd sbout
the difference between "freedom From" and "Freasdom for" end I swait those
thoughts with some easgerness,

- I'"'m a two. I Find the holidays modestly moving. I'd like to
have a transforming experience, but I can't imegine Ffinding God along
with the Afikoman.

- I can. We had a Russien emigre family For Seder last year.
1 didn't understand the Father's broken English, but I saw the tesrs in

his eyes when he read, last yesr we were slaves, this yesr we are free.'

For him the Exodus had taken plece and in his volce I sensed the God Who

redeems.

- 1 have problems with your emphasis on feeling, imagination and
ritusl, I guess it's because my rebbi told us that Judaiem is the only
religion that doesn't require you to belisve ﬁthlrn unressonable.

1 wonder. Generally the Torsh doss not glorify urreason. God,
Himself, Issiash repsated, spproschad Isrssl with an sppeal to loglo,
"Come now, let us reason tnglﬂﬁ.“ but you'd sgree, I'm sure, end I
think your rabbi would, too, that Feith tekes us beyond the svidence
and common Sania, |

- Why did he say it then? *

He's s Westerner snd university trained, snd thet culturs began
s love ﬂrﬂrﬂﬁw“Mﬂﬂuwm“
Volteire and %ﬂi@ ‘“ r._.____H_ mm privilege end arbi-
wery euthecisy,gace wremsmiS S S . te #rioris swved hos
clesr r --.ti'”a_l'%““'._.' universe could help '-.?:'F:-"::':.'L"- N mastery over neture.
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The bernefits were clear Tto Ses, peliticel fresdom and widespread
srosperity, snd many well-sducated Westernars came to beliesve that reason
and research would soclve menkind's problems and usher in a Golden Age,
For them reason became the Foous of = new religion, the university lits
sanctuary and the ressarch scientist the high priest who served at the
altar. But reason proved a willful god. Many of tha long-term conse-
quences of the Age of Reason now sssm To UuUR fairly grim: population
explosion, envirornmental pollution, the routinizetion of work, the de=
personalization of 1ife in urbesnized mess society, the living death of
protraected senility. Therea was a price to pay For every bit of prograss.
Mines leave scars in the sarth. Fesctories belch smoke and dirty thes
sky. Sclence created new forms of energy which Fuel new and deadlier
Forms of destruction. We broke down plder patterns snd could not
sgree on new ones., In ths name of remson we asked a lot of questions
only to Find that there wers no answers to meny. We know so much that
we nc longer know what is right, whers to go, or how to get thers. Thea
Future is no longer what it usad to be.

Today we think of resson, not as a god, but as the scrcerer's
spprentice. The Jewish version of that medieval legend usss as its
protegonist a brilliant scientist-Talmudist, Loswa of Pragus, = friend
of Johannes Kepler, who, so it is said, discoversd the Kebbalistic
Farmules by which = clay status; B golem, could be brought to life, Whean
the Prague ghetto was prayed on by roughnecks, Loews l.tlldl his knowledge
te create a golem to protect the sged snd thea women. He shasped the
clay. He whispered the incesntations. He pleced a seal bearing the
magical name of God on the status's forehead, esnd the gelem cams to 1ife.
The toughs soon got m teste of their own medicine, but in time the golem
~sn smok mnd Loews had to spesk the megical words which returnad his

automaton to clay. ik K— .

~- Aemson seems TO mﬂ,ﬂ "hq. Hlﬂ#'l professors helped to
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destroy the mystique which shrouded men of reason and their hslls of
ivy, Think Tank speclalists who compute how n-n;r millions will die
during an initial stomic atteck commend Fear rather then respect, Thers
is deep mistrust of the trained mind seperate From = i-nlitiv- heaart,
Some of the most populsr movemeante of our generation represent attempts
to get in touch with Feelings and sensibilities, to develop -pirltu-l.
resources and strengthen our moral sensitivities. The soul and our
imaginative and emotional powers are looked on as untaspped resourceas,
There’s talk that our imeginative end ethical cepacities were neglected
during our long love affair with reason. This charnge of ocutlook under-
lies the new interest in the human potentisl movement snd the renawal
of interest in religious presctice,

- Aituals can’t solve our problems,

Agreed, but they 1ift our spirits, put us in touch with Bn encourag-

ing history and relate us to some hope-sustaining mysteries. Martin Buber
wrote that wisdom is not in logic which is & geme but in meeting which is
growth. As I "jew" I join in prectices which stretch back over centuries,
Feel part of s peast which gives promise of a Future end mesat = living

and lively tradition and sm enlivensd by it,

- Experience has become a big thing in our country: soul, consclious-
ness raising, the greening of America. My friends use words like spon-
teneity, being genuine, and ‘getting in touch with themsslves.’ They put
ma down when I say: 'I have to think sbout it.' They call me a coward
For net plunging in. Are you ons of those who'’ve lost fFaith in reason?

Not at all., As en old water safety instructor I know how. importesnt
it is to meke sure you sre swimming under control esnd in s safe strestch.
The Torsh tradition rerely glorifies unressen. The commentator, Abraham
ibn Ezrs wrote: "Resson is the medisting engel between God and man."

Maimonides taught thet God's decision, a® reported in Genesis, "Leat us meke

—#
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men in our likeness! referred to the sndowmsnt of reason. The animal
reacts instinctively and responds in the way his nervous system is
programmed; the humean being reflects and considers. Thinking is the
process that defines our humanity. .
1've mrgued that prudence, patience end principle in about equsl
measure are the only ways to enhance the gquality of 1ife in = Free
society and 1 see no resson to retract that argument now, The Torah
tradition's goal is the sanctificetion of 1ife. Isrsel is to be "=
kingdom of priests and a holy nation." Prophetic outrage =t injustice,
Amos thunderimg sgeinst the spoiled and cellous Folk of his day, has
always played a role in Israel’'s program of socisl regeneration; but so
have the less dramatic responsiblilities of training up a child in the
way he should go, creating sociml welfare institutions of all types,
and the disciplining of one's own lusts and gresd: "Sanctify yoursalf
and then seek to sanctify others." There's wisdom in the old saying:
don't rush the Messish., DOon't let your passions push you out of control.

- There are Jewish Fanatics. You've spoken of thosa who stonea
the cars that pass near Meah Shearim on the Sabbath.

To be human is to bs prone to esxcess, The guestion is not
whethesr we have a Ffew fenatics but whether Judaism shcourages or seats
up safeguerds sgainst unbridled zeal. The Torsh, I submit, is ceu-
tionary. "Oo not be rightecus overmuch! Man ie met God. The tradi-
cien has built-in checks and bslances. FHAsbbis wers sccorded only that
authority which the community Felt thelr erudition snd character
deserved and no one apoka w. for God. Authorlty lay with =
scholarly consensus end not with ths opinion of = single man. God
lln.n- en joyed uncontested suthority, sll nﬁ'lrL-.lt!-nrlty was derivetive,

The ninetssnth century choss sides and over-valued resson. I'm
s both/and person. Jews found thamselves far the Firet time in the

~ -
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capitals of European cultures, going to concerts and lectures, and en-

joyimg the experience. Culture was sssccisted with cool end judicious be-

havior, Hitlahavut, intensity, wes associeted with the unwashed Hesidic
hillbillie=s of Emstern Eurcpe and was sesen as & sign of besckwardness.
The emancipated Jew joined a society which believed that the trained
mind could solve all problems. It was an innocent, happy thought and
profoundly wrang.

Their confidence in leboretory and library was mispleced. HRAeason
provided prosperity and longevity end some unexpected byproducts: the
population explosion, pollution, the dreariness of the sssembly line,
the rape of the world's energy reserves snd natural resources,

Our genaration has lost Faith in technology as the Hl.'lilh' Jews
along with everyone else; but resson also fFeiled us in & more immediste
arnd personal way. FRAesson was the reason wa balieved Emancipation would
work, Once the walls of the ghetto came down, our neighbors would see
that we didn't have horns snd had the same neesds asnd hopes as they did.
Exparience and Feacts would bring sbout the demise of snti=semitism., It
didn't happen that way. For some that Faltlh wes shattered by the Drey=
Fus triml or the Aussisn pogroms or whan Jewish revolutionariss weras
denounced to the Tser's police by their Communist comracdes, Some held
the dream until Kristaslmnescht and Stalin's purges. For others the
turning point came when the British issusd ths White Pesper of 1835 which
closed Falestine's doors to Jaws or when during the war the Allles con=
vened the Evian snd Bermuds Aefuges Conferences, not to save Jdews, but
to still the protests of those who demandad that Hitler's 'l'.lﬂl:.lll. be
saved. For the lsst dishard reality set in as mosques rang with cries of
Jihed, holy war, Arab srmiss went qg.ln-n:l sgain inte battle sgalnat
Israel and the United Natlons transformed ltself into a F, L. 0. propsgends
mesting. Speak only one name, Auschwitz, snd Jews -.nul--uni. A pervasive

-
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sense of alienation and of the tregic binds our experience into = single
mental set. The times sre cold., Nemes like Coventry, Hiroshima,
Czechoslovakia, Vietnam speak vnluql- to almost everyone. Jews are not
the only ones who need not only the brecing command to seek justice and
the strengthening of a congregetion that sings togethar ageinst the -
darkness.

I sometimes chearescterize the pervasive cultural changes which

we'va been talking sbout by ecelling the esarlier attitude Maimonidean and

ours Ha=levian. Moses Maimonides was a towering intellect, master of
mll the l--bhinhll.- disciplines and a Firm believer in the redemptive power
of reason. Judah ha Levli wes & post of sensitive h-rt* end pesssionate
femlings, = philosopher who was willing, indeed sager, to -ﬂ.lﬂ'ﬂﬂ'llthl
reason’s limits,

Maimonides trusted only the mind. The heart was impulsive; only
the mind was constant and clear. He was proud thet the Torah could be
explained in acceptable philosophical terms. The mitzvot were God's will,
but heppily, they enhanced mental health and personal hygiens. Maimonides
was an elitist who held that an sble man could master life through the
determined use of his intellect. The nolse of the synagogue next door
often distrected him and he looked on the cccesional perasding of the
Torah around the hall ss vulger bshavior sppropriste for ‘I'-‘I'Irl massss but
not the enlightened few. MHis prayer was the calm outresching of the mind
rather than the uncontrollesbls sxpresssion of need by s troubled hesert.

Maimonides wrote prose, brillisnt snalyses which swe the reader
with their snalytic precision Inql mea He provided sophisti-
cated answers to Ilphim " 1“1*_#]#“1‘. time For thes
simple needs and confassions of ordinary ® defended Jewish interests
at the governor's ." h"’ﬂg r:-'"?-': J nl#ilﬂ-ll but

he did so by quiet r '_'f;’ stion and not mngry _1: snetretion. I
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simply cannot imagine Maimonides in an unbuttoned shirt, sitting cross-
legged et a campfire, holding hands with friends -hiln.thly sing an
endless series of Hebrew folk songs. The Maimonidean spirit, like the
spirit of American Jews until a generstion sge, 'lrlll- criticel, wide-
ranging in its interest, elitist, digniflied, uneasy with emotion, plﬂ-:-r.l
that the Torah tredition was reasonable, high-minded, and wise.

Judah ha-Levi trusted his hesrt, He had studied philosophy long
enough to know the bitterness with which philosophers disagreed, so he
was not mbashed when he stepped beyond the limits of logic. He looked
o the mind es 8 useful instrument but he knew that commitment begine in
the heart. His philesophy instinctively shesped itself into drams.

Ha Levi trusted people and spoke eesily to sll he met. The inconsisten-

cies of talk wers desrer to him than the orderliness of theory. He sang

openly of his feelings snd paraded around the synagogue without any
self-consciousness,
Maimonides married te have children, Ha Levi sang of love, wine,

arnd nature snd sometimes of the delights of the Flesh. He rejoiced in
Friendship and in the bustle of life. He could ba charged with ccceasional
excess, but never with indifference. Maimonidess spoke gravely snd md-
Jesed Jews to Fece their problems with peatience and prud-nﬁi. Ha Levi

wes mxti avagantly committed to the mystery of Isrsesl's chossnness snd |
wept Ffor the Messish. When he could no longer wait pstiently for thes
Messiah's srrival, he left Spein for Zion where, sccording to legend,
he was cut down by Arab cavalry as he prayed befors tha gates of Jeru-

salem. He Levi’s spirit was full of feeling, passionate snd compessicnats,

democratic, poetic, responsive to the grand redamptive thames, intensely
Zionlst and, above all, immersed in and concernad with the Fate of

Israel.

Maimonides justified Judsism by showing that its teschings

corresgonded to the philesophic -concepts scholesrs then scceptad as
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ressornmble. Ha Levi struggled to show Judsism as a distinctive reslity
and he judged its teschings by their impect on each living Jew reather
than on their logical consistency. My point is that the times have made
Huluvlﬂﬁl' of most Jews. A recent survey of Jewish sttitudes I-t-tl:ll l.l
ite major Finding the measurement of = deeply Felt need For community.
Jews want the synagogue to be & plece where the loneliness of modern
lifFe can be overcome and ita enxieties mastered.

= Then it has to becoms 2 less Formal place.

It already hes. Young Jews have shul-ins, Farents arrangs
Sabbeath dimners to learn the songs which they can sing with their children
around their own table. The praysr book off .'I.ih_ull‘ll Jaws who once n.ilni-
mized the value of ritual now refers to customs as mitzvot, sscred mcts.
You're here at this Institute. 1'11 give you snother messurs of the

mood shift. The populerity of Fiddler on the Aoof. The shtetl was poor,

Full of misery and cruelty, a bleak plece, nmot the Paradise Lost of the

stege play; but its intimecy and color offer a sharp contrast to the dis-
mal urban sprawl in which we lead our fregmented lives, so to many the
shtet' seems eminently attractive and, incidenteally, sttractive to many
mon=-Jews., Flidéler played to packed houses all sround the world. Com-
munity is a common need.

- I was taught in religious school thet Judsism could be defined
ss ethical monotheism: the affirmation of the oneness of God and of the ‘
centrality of ethicel living. You seem to be downgrasding thess core
elements.

The Torah tradition | !
more, and that \
siddur, the huppah an T,
e pissiicn, § )
pelling religiow
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and relsted to the tradition’s special end surprising message,

Aeligions are born, preserved and perpatuated by communities.
Judaism is s way of life, not a denatured set of idess. To abstrsct the
teschings From the living community always and necesssrily diminishes the
area and scopes of the cluster of ideas, rites, hopes, institutions and
myths which are part of that religion's pattern. Those who tend to toss
pristine labels around often end up with lasbels and little else. Con-
ditioning or hebit keeps them going as Jews for a while, but scon it'a
the madia snd the values of their cless which shapes thair spirit rether
than the teachings of the Toreh. Unfortunately, they are not very precise.

The medieval tradition wes developed by a pecple set spart and,
of necessity, it turned in on itself and beceme encrusted with countless
customs and Folkweys, not to spesk of eny number of superstitions. The
modern tendermcy to reduce Judaism to ® simple definition, ethical mono-
theism or prophetic Judsism, was intended to bring sssentiasls back into
Focus, but it cut too deeply and made all custom snd cersmony ssem irrale-
vant., The defining of Torsh by such conceptual tegs raised many problems.
wWhat specific code of ethics was implied? You say justice and r-l.nht.-;
sousness. Words like justice and rightecusness are big, bold snd vagus.
They're golden words, but, ss Mycenas discoversd, gold is indigestible.
Human problems sre many-sided snd simple programs simply will not solve
complex problems, Teld to bulld fresways, snginesrs didj end their miles
of ssphelt and concrete split communities end destroyed much :H'. the
sense of neighborlinesa which had made our citles livable. Every sthicsl
decislon must ba to soma degree contextusl. Tegs like righteous and
justice encoursged tha well-intentioned te rush in before they fully
understood what is st steke. Commitment Iul.‘l:l-.mﬂ.r is necessery, but ®o
is judgment. There was value in ths case-by-case -nﬂ-tu;d of snalysis used
by the rsbbis in thelir responss as thay axsmined ® problem From sll sides |

-
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and tried to apply to each aspect of the situation prinmciples From thas
body of Torah jurisprudence. We may todey disagres with their conclu-
sions, but they had considered s situation in its complexity and our
difFFerences testify more to changes in the dl'l':l.n:l.'l:iu-ln of the prablem than
to any weakness in their moral perception.

I1'"11 make & confession. I often Find the synagogue too saintly
2 place. Saint talk is nice talk, but urnrealistic. Many tell me that
their Favorite prayer is "Grent Us Peace", but how does its hope relate
to our argument with various governments over Palestinisn rights? - The
golden words - pesce, justice and rightscousness - are unnﬁllllrln only if
they are relasted to a specific context, 1 have hesrd Hitler spesk of
peace, I have heard Stalin speak of peace, and Nasser snd Kruschev and
Aichard Nixon. When I hear & president speak of the need For pesce in
the Middle East I'm always afraid he means pssce snd unhampered sccess to

oil and profitable merkets.

- You remind me of & philoscphy course I took last term. The

teacher introduced us to existentialism, IF ] understood him, existen-
timlism denies the sbility of sbstrect resson to comprehand life. Measning
comes from involvement. You lesrn by living. An sxistentislist would
say, @s you've been saying: jump in the river snd enjoy the swim. The
goal is not to stand aloof and sesk words which sesm to sxplain but
remlly do not explain, but to sccept the immediscy of 1ife and tha impore
tance of sction,

That's certainly part of what I've been seying. At some polnt we
have to commit nl'-l"ll%"l"ll to valuss and causes we cennot completely esnalyze.
= Is that what psople mean whan thesy talk of a leap of Faith?

Some of them, urfwmmh Wnn-lr; commitment For its own
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Frightened by any philesophy which assumes commitment to be in and of

itself & good. I want to Feel that the river I'm diving 1l'l1-'-=l won't sweep

ma mway. Thers ars an awFul lot of pecple committed to liFe-destroying

massages and suicidel movements. Syrnesgogues get bombed by committed :
people. We're back to arguing with Kierkegmard's unstinting praise for
Abraham's mind-boggling loyalty. An uncritical glorification of Faith
can lead us to serve devilish masters. I need only say ona word:
Nurenberg, and you’ll know what I mean. A car needs both mccelsrator and
brakes; and we nead an ocpen hesert and a critical mind, Commltment and
judgment must go hand in hend,

Aeligion uncoupled Frem reason, like love uncoupled From reason,
is an invitation to disaster. AN optimistic Faith cean help us master Some
of our Feesrs and sven speed recovery From illness, but to argus, as
Mary Baker Eddy did, that illness is a state of mind which can be cured
by ® positive mental attitude is nonsensa, and worse than n:rnunl. if we
Fmil to have the broken bone sst or to underge the indicated surgery.
Faith can work mirescles except when it works misery. Not so long msgo I
visited @ twenty-three yesr old in the psychistric ward of & local
hospital., While in college she had set her hasrt on & medicel caraser.
Only an average student, she had been re jected wherever she had spplied.
We encouraged her to set other gosls For herself, but she was certain
she would be sccepted. How could she be sure? She had sttendad =
two-week human potentisml seminer where she had bsen sssured that if you
set your mind to a task nothing csn block your way. She did = ysar of
qraduate biology, resubmitted her spplicetions, was sgsin refused, and
suffered a nervous breakdown, '

Withdrawal snd ssceticism have plesyed a roles in the Torsh traedi-

tion; but Judaism did not d-nl-.-r- lgﬂ : ig-mm taking vows
of celibacy to be mearks of » specis ol ine: Mml 1lived &t home,

s -.:-1..-- L
gl |

Sl



133 - ' i

married, had children, worked at an erdinary occupation, and were dis-
tinguished by their knowledge of Torah rather then by an arduous
discipline of denial. We had ascetics who wore hair shirts and bathed
in the cold r-iuur'n,. and mystics who fasted and meditmted, hoping For ®
mystic vision of Godj but For the most part these did not command ravars
mrce unless they wers also men of Toresh = trained minds who busied
themsaslves = good part of thes day with affeirs of the community. Tha
prophetic message was judged by its contante, not by tha fesct that 1t
had been brought by & holy mean who spoke as if possassed. AN ecstatic
who babbled was a babbler, not = prophet.

When you leck at the broad outlines of Jewish thought you dis-
cover that it tends to reject either/or decisions in Favor of & both/eand
attitude: beth the cultivation of the mind and the cultivetion of the
soul. "Teke hold of this thought but do not leave go of its opposite.”
Not total sbstinence but drink in moderation snd sing the Kiddush.

Piety is important but Ffamily responsibilities must be discharged: "IFf
you have a sapling in your hand and somecns calls out: "Ln, the Messish
comes, plant the sapling first and then go to mest him. '™ Enm-ftﬂ:!:-
avery decision as betwesn black and white; thay are either/or puritanicsl
types, Others see a wide range of possibilitiss and conssquences, many
shadaes of gray. We'ra both/and people, or at lesst our tl"ldltil‘.l;"l an=
coursges us to be, beth community snd sutonomyj both wisdom and imegins-
tive commitment; both mind and q:ll.r'l.t.. Materislism end gresd mare con-

demned ms sins, but poverty is ne proof of virtus just as wealth is no

proof of greed. The Jew prayed svery day, "Grant us peeca,” but
pecifism was not sn sbsolute principle and illl'-d-l'-n-- was permitted
on thas Sabbath, Beverencas For God needn't lesd us to disdain humsn
capecity. Man is nelither demonic mor sngelic by naturs but both, snd
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man'es mctions are therefore rarsly wholly salntly or wholly d'“’-llﬂ'}-
There can bs Fools For Christ but the strangeness of the phrase, fools

For Torah, speaks volumes,

- You make sverything sound so middle eged. What sbout simply
being genuine and spontanscus?

Spontanelity is much prized, in part because it suggests that
1ife isn't as complex a8 it really is; but recently I watched m young
side in our Nursery School rush to help & child who had fFallen on his
back Frem a jungle gym. She picked him up to scothe him, but her im-
pulsive sct might have aggravated his injury. Wisdom has = role to pl:I:f
in humen affairs. When the Messish comes m little child may lead us, but
until thern the Torah tredition preferred to entrust suthorlity to the
experienced end the wiss, Simplicity was not considered a virtua. Thers
is sn old saying among Jews that "the ignorant man cennot be = saint.”
When the Judeans rebelled -Bulnlt Aoman misrule they were soundly de-
Feated and harshly punished. Hundreds of thousands were killed. Cities
ware plundered. Judea's population was paupesrized. Tha Faw who somshow
had been spered the worst wers moved to give sll they head to the homelesss
snd starving. Unexpectedly, the sages suggested they put a limit on
thelr generosity. The limit wes high, but it was a limit nonetheless.
There was no virtue in giving so much that you sdded your own fFamily to
the hapless caravan. “u

There may be a certsin nobility in turning the other cheek to an
attacker; but @ child in = ﬂf#pﬂq qp g’ﬁ'ﬂh l_.'t'tlli.'h.l.- blood

running hot must be restrained For his * as well as For the
— i um g ieinns 0~ “ i"“
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protection of others. The Torsh puts it bluntly: "IF & neighbor is

attacked you mey not stand idly by." Norn-resistance is a noble theory,

but it doesn’t Fit all occasions, Neo ethical theory doss.

« I had not thought about it quite this way "til now, but you've
touched one of my problems with Judaism, I want = vill;n and my rabbi
gives me wisdom. I want to dream the impossible dresam and he talls ma
to make sure I'm mot embarked on mission impossible, Can't there be an
intellsctus]l as well as an emotionel overload?

A good case can ba made that the Jawish community has tended to
overvalue lesarning and undervalus Feeling. Certainly, the Hasidim weras
convineesd that this wes sa. 1 can still remember the surpriss of many
wharn 1 announced a course on Jewish mystical technigues: sll-night
Torah study; fFasting From dawn to duskj midnight vigils and the like,
Many were shocked: ‘I didn't know Jews ever did such things.' They wers
surprised to learn that throughout most of the Middle Ages mors Kabbalah
was studied than Talmud, that the spiritusl center of Jewlish life in the
sixtesnth and seventeenth centuries was thes sacred city of Safead whare
mystics-in-training clustered around lesasrned spirit masters who taught
them esoteric technigues and an esoteric wisdom.

Your rabbi didn't tell you mot to go. Abrahesm provides a usaful
{l1lustration. Abrahem was told: Gol Leave your land, youwr blrthplesce
and your Feather's house and go to the lend that I will show you. God
oFFfers him neither detasiled plens nor specific direction. The important
thing is to set outj but,even as Abrsham im given his head, hs is mlso
given a warning: "Be a blessing", bes careful that whast you do will =dd
to the sum totml of happilness, s typlcally Jewish prescription, ths
vision splendid with a deash of presctical sdvice.

~ Thet's calculation.

Perheaps. Ceslculstion comes in two models, ir.l-luth'i and Abra-
ham's, In discussing nﬁlﬂ Arl.lﬁll- proposed s beslsncing of opposites,

Pl Bpe TR et
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a rather mechanical calculating of consequences. Aristotle's moderstion
is that of the cool and detsched scademic. IFf I followed his mathematics
I would constantly be trying to keep my sctions moderate and temperate

and never take bold steps. Abrsham’s -ndl-—-t'.;lnn is preceded by ® nnl;
mitment to holiness, It is @ csleulus of possibility which ssaks Not

the smooth road to nowhsre but the path which will lesd to an unfolding

of the spirit. The goal is growth, not bealance. I often think of Hosea's
chrase, "Press on to know Ged."

- Your way takes too loeng. Our society needs redicesl surgery.
Prudsnce snd wisdom are rationalizetions for insction and provide axousas
For those who eren’t willing to do what's required.

Sometimes, but it's equally trus that pecple of Ffirm 'Irld certein
eonviction have ceused incalculable enguish and bloodshed. Whan youwr
convietions stend in ths way of whaet I believe, iFf my ego is large and my
convietions certain, I try to convert you. IFf I cennot canvince you I
call you mn cbscurantist and do what I can aven if it requires coercion
to charnge your mind. During the Cultural Aevolution millions of Chinese
weres sent to re-saducation communes. The Aussisns handle dissidents in
what they suphemistically call mental hospitsls.

The Torash tradition heas been cslled sn obdurate morality of common
esnse. That's not the whole of it, of courss. The standasrd is holiness,
but the reslity is that ssints, I..'I;It- scholars, require yesrs of schooling.
The Torah mandstes the ethicsl l. I. n'-- Just weights snd honest
measures, tithes I':r the “'%ﬂ;ﬁir m - a8 wall as gui-
dance For more -nliﬂ-j' '! ' of sonduct  to love rur naighbor =s

-.#--- m o wd IF he is hungry, water
i raseeal | Y i ol d

yourself; not to bt
-l

t-n:rirﬂ-:lrhni
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school asnd do semething For the world,” I would suggest that trained
minds and hands cen do more Ffor the world than wild energies gulded only
by enthusiasm.

Conversation with your rebbi is likely to raise issues to which
you had not as yet given thought. You want to get marrled. It's an
intermarriege. The issue seems cut and dried; you're in love and labels
sren't important., You've even decided to raise the children as Jews.
Have you thought about what your non-Jewish partner will be giving up?
Will their sense of having subordineted thelir conditioning to yours be &
constant irritant in your marrisge? What will happen to the childran
when they're shuttled between believing grandpesrents? 1 felt I had done
my rebbinie duty when & young men who came to talk with me sbout his
carser plans said as he left: f‘you're like my law professor who foroced us
to Follow up evary possibility in briefing = casa.'! There sre religious
traditions where the incomprehensibility of their Scoripture, ths mystery,
is the key to that text's holiness. The Jewish view was that heliness
inheres in meaning. Torah reading was never simply = ritusl. The rule
was thet the reading was to be trenslasted intoc sverydsy spesech and =
peraphrases was to be offered For those who could not grasp the text's
memning. Torah study was a universal cbligstion. Learning is praised,
rmot Feared.

- It's kind of ﬁlllﬂ"l. I:u; this nu:r I'ﬂl"’l‘l up with has ;ﬂlﬂ.

He quotes his master all tha time, visits him, snd gives him most of
what he sarns. HI.I}IIMFH‘“'!-FI‘IMHHH”-W
He's got answers snd I've got questic et o B '

Your friend's sctions suggest
wa've besan talking ﬁﬂﬁt .... ;
time in an ashram m .
guru whe sits “-ﬁri.

goad wyibrations, }



made me feel we shared a secret. We had truths denied everyones else., He
didn't say much, but 1ife quisted down. The group was warm snd Full of
good feelings. He uncomplicated my life," Why did you lesve? "I dis-
covered that I was being wused, I wanted to visit my parents snd wes

told ‘ro', I fFound I was loved only when I obayed, and thet's not love

but mﬂﬂipulﬂtiun.”

Mary Find the world too compliceted for them. Yeers sgo, when you
vert home, the world remesined cutside. New the home no longer provides
the child ® coherent environment. His parents say ons thing, his peers
amother. His teachers have their own idess., Tha world comes in via the
television, the telephone and the radio. Forced to cope with an unceas-
irng barrege of experiences, opportunities, and advice, our emotional make-
up often rescts like an overlosded electricel circult snd simply shuts
of F, That's when a guru or cult lsader becomes = Godsend. He tells
us: fdon't worry about enother breskdown, 1I'11 do your thinking for you.®

- 1 have a Friend who was at loose ends until he Joined Habad.

He says it happened quite suddenly during s Sabbesth Service. Now he has
amswers, 1 don't know what answers he's Ffound, but he's confident.

He sounds lucky.

- He's paid a price. He refuses to eat st home} his parents’
kitchen is not sufficiently kosher, His girl has left him; she wanted
companionship snd not to bes badgered to live sxactly s® he declded to
live,

- Why doesn't Judeism give me this sense of things coming together?

It can, The holidays and Sabbath can bring structurs into =
schedule. Exposure to the richness of Torah learning can provids both
general ethical guldelines and unaxpected insights into the human con=

dition. Franz Aosenmwelg defined revelstion ss the totslly unexpected

idem that comes into your mind as you read or talk seriously. I've Felt
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thet sense of recognizing unexpected truths and I know thut'my r-linlﬁUi
life has allowed me to live with & sense of order.

= I've always felt the leck of somecne whom I could focus on and
relate to, f

= I've always been close to my rabbi. He listens and is helpFul.

Anyone who is pert of a religicus system, and a rebbi certainly
is, inevitably has some of ite magic or power sccrued to him.

The traditional rebbi was & lesrned man but he was mlso & holy
man whose wisdom was acknowledged to go bayond understending, knowing, the
tradition’s specific rules. In Talmudie times, and leter among the
Hasidim, it was beliesved his prayers could intercede with God on behalf
of Israel or keep the Angel of Death away from s sick bed. Problems

were brought to the tzeddik and he gave inspired counsel; indeed, he

knew his disciples’ problems before thay spoke them. His wisdom worlked
because his circle had Faith in it; that is, it worked for the aslready
committed or for those who were willing to suspend disbelief. I am @&
sophisticated professional in & highly complex snd largely seculer an-
virenment who has no desire te play God, but I have performed n'll,i"-ll:r.l.n-.lI
not because 1 am an sdept or even interested in Feith hesling, but simply
because pecple come to me expecting ® mirecle snd sometimes their Faith
made a ‘miracle’ happen. A guru is = humsn besirng. He sharess in the
Fallibility which is the hallmerk of the humsn rFace and, like =sll of us,
he is & product of s pearticular time, culturs snd cless. He particu-
larly must Face the corruptive influences which affect anyone who has
power over cthers. Hasidism Failed mtm the rabbes wers cherles-
tans, some were, many wers notj hnbmwnl'“mhmm
powar and because as idvillfiljgﬂggf lectec
on as truth what was, in f‘gg :

Judaliam worked hard to ﬁfﬁ
e

o
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- Why did you mssums that my Ffriend was young?

Aeligious conversions occur to people in their late teens and
early twenties,

= Why?

These are the most convulsive yesars, Thers are so many opportuni-
ties, so meny questions, and so few guidelines. The child has lived
among peers and mostly in & school envirorment. He doesn’t know what to
expect when he anters the adult world. Thera sre so many decisions to
meke, so many things he doesn’t understand. It's s time of sexual
awakening and the expleoration of new emotion. Ouwr need for certeinty,
For ® confFirming system of values, incresses sharply during ® dangerous
snd uncertain passage. Simply put, theses sre the years when we ars most
susceptible.

= I1"ve a born-again friend who insists that she is = chenged and
better person since she has sccepted Christ. 1 have enjoyed moments as
a Jew, and I know that being Jewish has conditioned many of my attitudes;
but I cesrnot imagine myself saying, ‘everything is clear, I feel saved’.
Now that I think of it, I've never heard a rabbl speak of being saved.

We're nmot immune to confusion.
What about the Habad Ffellow?/ Our tradition deoessn’t try to stimu-

lste the conversion experience the way certaln churches doj but adolescence
is ms difficult For us s For any othars.

Being saved' is @ specificelly Christisn term. We talked two
days sge sbout binding experiences and psychologicelly they're much the
same @8 the sense of being “'ﬂi'h‘l‘l“ﬂlifh- Moments of spiritual
 to any Faith. The

rututyplﬂ.l example #‘m
Frauded his hrumrlﬁr '_
0
Esau's anger, hl i"‘di‘ .lr'l
of pursuit and ol

-
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alternative but to ceamp in the open, Ha dresms. In his :l:"I-l he sees
God and hears God say to him: "Do not be afraid. I am with you." When
he awakens the Bible has him say: "Surely God is in this place and I

krnew it not,”" This sense of awakening, of becoming sware of realities

we had not till then perceived is the essence of a binding=conversion
experience., It's a moment when our imeginestion takes over and, to our
surprise, we see, or think we ses, bernesth snd behind the reslity which
rormally is present to our senses, In psychologicel terms the pressuras
caused by indecision and confusion encoursge us to tap spiritual re-
sources which till then have lain dormant. If we do so successfully
there is a surge of power which makes us fesl what we had not Felt before,
mnd since we now have new powers or sensitivities we Feel more alive

than we had.

- I'd welcome such an experiesnce. It would put my doubts to
rest, Why hasn't Judaism crested ritusls to help us to unlock thase
Feallngs?

To & degree tha Torash tradition has. When a Jew Ffasts the twenty-

Four hours of Yom Kippur, involves himsslf in ths service, imesgines him-

self standing before a Heavenly I'.I-I:Hr‘ll.‘ thinks deeply about hie life and
God's will, becomes swara of his sins and his power h change the direction
of his 1ife, he often sanses unexpected power surging through him. I

krow I have. — . &l
Since not every ~ up in
a spirituslly linnlf‘;lm -] thase

- —\.

experiences. Some come

bound to Fanatical visd
tive or self-destruct!

Hesidiem repre
spiritusl aws

-
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us asppreciate the humanity, the joyousnasss, the snthusisstic pisty, tha
im.m-dim:y of experience; which Hasidism summoned. But there was ancther
side to that movement, Enthusissm For the spirit and the immediscy of
experience were at times so overwhelming es to block cournsels of .
prudence, some masters told their Flock not to consult s doctorj tha

tzaddik's prayer and an amulet blessed by him would be the means of

healing. Those who wanted to emigrate to Americe were advised not to go.

How could you sttend the rebbe's court and benefit from his charisma

From so Far away?

- We read William James®' Varieties of Religious Experience in =

pesychology course. It's sbout mysticaml and conversion experisnces and
nona of the guotetions were From Jews.

James used what he knew, Protestant Christisnity ceme into besing
in opposition to papal authority mot in an institutionm but in the indi-
vidual. Anyone who had sensed the Holy Spirit could preasch in its neme.
Given thie way of approaching matters spiritusl, it wes slmost inevitable
that conversion, the experience of the Holy Spirit, should become an
important element in its theclogy and church presctice. RAitusls were
davised and churchgoers were conditioned to enticipate the inrush of
the Holy Spirit which resolwes confusions and doubts snd sligns that per-
son with the will of God. 1 +

- Is this whet is mesnt to be born sgein?

Bee = 4

Yes. P gt "":"

- Why Fight it7? : - T

Becsuse of the old problem of
been intimstely sssc ‘ d wi

i

Sunday Blue Laws to impo

—

munity. The virtue of h

to rein in th

i

i
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rot do. We may not murder property owners whe stand in ths way of =
revolution simply becjuse they mre in the wsy. We msy not stesl sn-
other's good name even if he cpposes what we consider progress. We may
rot slander s political opponent sven though we know he is unfit For
office.

The Jew is conditiomned by a tradition which locates suthority
in the Torah and in learning. The Torah tradition welcomes the enliv-
ening experience and many of ocur worship moments, tha chant, the music,
the song, the swaying, the spirit, sre conducive to an swakening but
authority does not Flow to the ‘born egain', and there is no reason to
artificially stimulate them.

- 1'"ve been confused and pressurasd. Why haven't I had such an
experlence?

I don't know. Each of us has a different emotional makeup.

= I thought I found truth and thet my life had chenged. I won't
go imto the whole story; but I hed a religious high snd felt that my
l1iFe had Fallen into plece, end then it ell Fell spert sgein. I felt God
let me down,

These religions end cults which emphasize & trensforming religious
sxperience tend te promise that such an awakening will resclve all doubts
mnd end ml]l confusions. OFten it doesn’t work out that way. Our ob jectivea
situation doesn't change snd we're brought beck down to serth.

- My moods change with the minute. QOces s binding experience
have any leasting impasct?

It can. When we sxperience the mystery which lies within = re-
ligious messasge it becomes sacred to us. The Torsh tradition seems cold
and ob jective to an outsider, but warm and comfortsble to sn intimete.

The Torah tradition recognizes that Fﬂ'ﬂiﬁﬂ‘l hl'l'l‘ us handle the cbstescles
we Face ms we try to climb ms high ®s we can on ths lsdder of moral
-:-t_ IR a8 Wi Nl ey

.
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sensitivity: our sppetites, psssions, smbitions, greed, snvy, but also

that Faith has limits. I have a deap Faith in God but I have not re-

solved all the contradictions of my nature nor have I any hope ever to

do =so,

Christianity took cne rosd, justification by fFaith, the promise

of a sacramental salvation, sn smphaesis on motivation rather than com=
munity structure and cereful discipline. The Torsh tradition took =
lees drematic road snd worked to cresta institutions which would en=- !

coursge ethical growth and create the besis of s humane socisl order.

Christlianity emphasizes the ewakening experience, Judeism the power of
conditioning. Our sages weras sducators who knew the value of practice |]

arnd habit: "“Do what should be done because it's demsnded of ynul' in

tima vou'll do the right beceuse you'll understand it's the right thing

to do." What Judaism does not recognize is & single entity, the hypos-
tasis which Christiesns called Original S5in, which can be overcome as

5t., George slew the dragon. Original Sin was defined ss thralldom to
the devil, being entangled by the libido, being enslaved to lust and
ambition, snd it was tasught that by faith in the Christ's vicerious
sacrifice of himself men could bresk Fres of these shackles and save his

soul From damnatlon.

The Torsh tradition recognized in our makesups sach of tha slements

of Original Sin, but it denied that theses cbstacles could be completely
removed by an sct of Faith., We can sublimste ocur passions but not cut
them out,

- Why did I think befors today thet Judsism lscked & mysticsl side?

Becsuss until recently !!i& ﬂﬁ% unressanable” was dlemissed
as lgnorsnt ﬂﬂ"ﬂlﬂ '“r- ”PH J' = lc tﬂﬁ.“ﬂﬂ“m—
balsh end the dancing snd chanting of = :.f'f"'-__.:-l_._.-.i,:a ! _' in the sams way. |
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theologien. Fortunately, in our dey scholars like Gershon Scholem have

taught us to esppreciste the centrelity of Kabbalistic -ttléudnl in the
rabbinic ethos and have allowed us to recognize,; not only how the
imeginative faculty plays a criticel role in all experience, but have
decoded For us the speciasl Feelings which thes symboliec lengusge of the
mystic ancodes,

= I'm confused. First you said plunge in; then you sesmed to say

stay on the bank,

You're right. You must do both.






