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Introduction 

TOWARDS A PHILOSOPHY OF JEWISH SURVIVAL 

Mid-morning. A middle-aged rabbi in Pendleton ehirt and gray 

Flannel slacks, ~eated on a bench in front of a ruatic lodge. A dozen 

or so campers sprawled on the gra••• Sunshine. A not untypical camp 

i nstitute scene. The Institute had invited me to lead a di110us■ion on 

t he theme: why be a Jew? I had prepared• two-word re■pon■e: why not? 

Everyone must have an identity. We ■re ahaped by and belong to one 

or several communities. The Jargon term i ■ reference group■. No one 

is j ust himselF. I could think of many label• le■• noble and of many 

relig ious cultures less inspiring ■nd colorful than au--■, ■o why not 

be Jew? 

As child I complained lor-g and loud when my parent■ in■i ■ted 

th t t he Family be together each Friday night ■round the Sabbath table 

nd t h a t I give up echoolyerd ba■eb■ll for eftar-echool Hebrew le■aon■• 

IBut came to ppreci ■te the tie• of family and, in retro■pect, ■m 

rt Ful th t I was nLrtl.l""ed by a coharent religiou■ cultu-e rath.-

h n by the inconeiatent value■ and di ■integr■ting ■tructl.l""e■, not to 

' 
t on the vulgl!lf""i ty, which m..-k ■o much of ou-- war ld. I do not want 

y chil dren to have• ma media identity. I h■ ve been a child and I 

c n b 

p ent and I cant ■tify that ■ J■wi ■h home and th■ Jewi ■h world 

n emotionally ecure ■nd culturally exciting ■nvirorw■nt. So 

y not be Jew? 

Such re oning may ■ti•f~ a fifty-ye■r old who ha■ enjoyed hi ■ 

J w h xp lence and h come to tarm■ with him■■lf, but it cannot 

t f y re tle ighteen-ye■r old who 1• ■ager to di ■cov■r for 

1 who he 1 nd wh■t life 1 ■ ■11 ■bout. At eighteen or twenty 
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o one wants to settle . For the liFe oF hi• parent■• A you~ adult 

wants the best, not just the familiar. He want■ to try the high· road, 

not follmw a level and often trod path. There ■re ■o many place■ to 

go and experiences to savor. My two-word reapon■e ta.rned into a week

long conversation which ranged over theology, philo110phy, politic■, 

the institutions of Jewish life, ethic• and the re■litie■ oF being• 

Jew in a convulsed world. 

I hesitate to call what follow■ a dialogue, not only becau■a 

this is not the transcription of a tape, but becau■e I did not ra■trict 

myselF to the role of a pasaive adult who ■eta ■uch • high value on th• 

expression of feelings that he i ■ unwilling to correct ■rror■ of feet 

or challenge youthful dogmatism. I em not by temp.,...ament a facilitator. 
, 

I em a rabbi. I have conviction• and I am prapared to defend them. I 

tried as best I could to diaabu■e tho• who orfer■d mi ■inform■tion ■nd 

to force everyone to take a aecond and third look ■t conventional 

assumptions. Though _I'm plea ed to b■ told that I am a good li■t■n■r, 

I wanted in the week we would ■p■nd together to pre■ent id••• ■nd • 

challenge. We talked. 

Our converaation took pl■c■ at• p■rticul.- ti••• in• p■rticu-. 

1 r context end among• particular group of paople. Mo■t ware in their 

l te teens, products of middl ■-cl••• hoMe■, ■uburb■n ■chool ay■teffl■, 

nd the late nineteen- eventi••• They ware ■ufficiently involved i~ 

J wi h li~e tori k • week ■t ■uch ■ camp. A few h■d toured Iar■al. 

Though a number were, or h■d bean, active in their congrag■tian■, none 

con idered them■elv• piou■. They did not ■■le f'or ■nd I did not pr-■■ent 

n outline of b■ le Jud■iam. Th■ 1 ■--• were p■raon■l. They ■■Iced 
I 

whether it w po■■ible for Jud■i- to play ■n ■nh■ncing role in their 

live. Several h d co■■ ■i■ply ta be with f'ri ■nct■, but mo■t ••-ed 
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interested in the problem to which we kept returning: why be .. Jew? 

In preparation For the Institute I had reviewed some theoretical 

material on identity which I had prepared For a ■ympoaium I had or

ganized For my rabbinic association •~me month■ beFore. In the coLr ■e 

or these studies I had come to certain conviction• about how to ap

proach the identity problem. These obvioualy inFluenced all I aaid and 

I think it is wise to put them down here, up Front, a■ the aaying go••• 

SelF-awarenes■ • is a mixed bles■ing. The child i ■ comForteble •• 

he is; the adult talks nervously oF a need to Find himaelF. In the 

ancient world where change occurred at a 11nall'• pace, philoaopher■ taught 

that nothing new appears under the aun; and mo■t Folk agreed. H~ ■tory'• 

sign was a serpent with it• head in it■ mouth. People knew who they 

were, where they Fitted into their community, and what value■ and ■kill• 

to teach their chilcren. Claa■ic llt..-ature like the Bible or Homer•• 

epics was generally written in the third p r■on and deacribed war• ■nd 

adventures rather than an individual'• interior life. A ■ettled ■ociety 

Foe ses its imagination on event■ r■thar th■n in emotion■. 

Our ancestor• rarely que■tioned the fitne■■ of the f1111ili.- way■ 

en customs oF their community. David or Ody■■eu■ ■trugg~•d to do hi• 

du rather than to know him■elf. Paraonal feeli,wa• war■ not ■p■ci■l 

enough to be intere ting. Our world 1• ■ quite diff■rent place. Ti•• 

th t they took For granted have bacome for u■ problam■tic. OLr liter■-

tu--e tend to be an exploration of private feeling■• We are keenly ew.-e 

oF 01.r individuality, le■■ . likely to be eubmi■■ive to authority ■nd 

more likely to be ■nxiou■ ■bout our■elv•~• 

A Jew w ■ Jew and that w■■ the whole of it. Th• out■id• world 

knew them to be J w■• Their dom■■tic world provided• tightly woven 

w b o~ cu tom ■nd co••■nclment■ which llhaped their routine■, g■v• • 
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particular color to their peraonalitie■, end provided the ■tructLre·aF a 

close-knit communal liFe. Education we■ parochial. _ Aeletianship■ 

were regulated by religious tradition. You were married under ■ huppah. 

When a eon was born there we■ a bri ■• When ■ parent died you ■■t ■hivah. 

Belonging to the Jewish people wa■ not only a Fact aF liFe but th■- deter

minative Fact oF their live■; not only inevitable but proclaimed ~• 

blessing. They accepted the myth that Gad had declared I ■reel an 

am-seguleh, a people especially beloved to Him, and had given them a 

central role in Hi& plane For the world. 

Perhaps our deepest Fear, next to the Fear oP loneline••• -1• 

that we may be wasting our- energie■ and day■ in miaguided pu-■ui~•• Hi■ 

myths reassured the Jew that hew■■ doing what he llhould be doi~. God 

had given his ancestor Full and clear in■truction■ ■bout right and wrong. 

Instruction is, by the way, the root me■nit19 af Torah. Becauae God had 

made known His commandment■ the Jew•• life w graced by the peace of 

mind which comes From conFidenc■ in the di~ection or on•'• effort■ and 

From that buoyancy oF pirit which come■ Prom being ■ur■ that God i ■ in 
. 

control end that all will t&.rn out right in th■ end. Few could have 

de cribed jut how obedience to tho■- in■truction■ would bring ■bout their 

redemption or he ten the mill ■niun but they knew it would. ·The le■■i■h 

would be one oF their; dayyenu, that••• enough ror th■-. 

A word about my u•• or th■ term ■yth. I u■• it to d■■crib■ ■ 

tory that i among the pr■ciou■ po■••••ian■ ar ■ aaaiety bea■u•• it 

explains the my teri•• ■nd m■■ning of lire. A ■yth i ■ true bea■u•• it 1• 

believed. and believ d to be ■igniric■nt. Philo■ophy di ■■-ct■ truth 

tt,,-.ough ■n■ly i . Myth■ e,cpre■■ the truth■ which dery ■naly■i ■ ■net aa 

provide• cultur • uniquely ■ppraprillte w■y ta a,cpr••• dyna ic truth■• 

Myth nimat truth ■nd ■a 1• • uniquely errective vehicle to e,cpre■• 

out value, wi■ao■ ■nd p&rpa■-. 

-
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Since they were conFident that they knew God'• in■truction■ and 

thet these were, in _Fact, the Familiar norms oF their world, Jew■ rarely 

wonclered whether they should remain part oF the community oF I ■rael. 

Except under du--ess no one deliberately take• the wrong road. IF their 
J 

role included special and demanding obligation■, the•• were accepted a■ 

prooF that God really cared! One oF the way■ parent■ show children that 

they ca-e is by being ■trict with them. God c_..ed tror I..-ael. 

Until quite recently any change or identity required apoata■y. 

Everywhere Jews were a barely tolerated minority, and over the centurie■ 

some converted under threat while other■ could not re■i ■t the economic 

end social opportunities which were re■erved to the religiou■ majority; 

but conversion was rarely a matter or ■incere conviction. There w■■ • 

little that was spiritually compelling in the w■y the dominant religion■ 

presented themselves. Chri ■ti■nity and I ■l•• were the ■n11111y. A goapel 

or love might be taught in the chu--che■, but the Jew ■■■oci■t■d th■ 

Cross with the Crusader'• lane■ ■nd with pa■tor■ who, during Holy Week, 

xhorted their Flock to attack the Chri■t killer■. Th■ ■word of I ■l■m 

w qually ferocioua and the practice of r■ligiou■ per■■cution w■■ 

end mic. 

Our ituation i quite oth.-. Th.-■ are bridge■ ■era■■ the r■-

1 ·g1ou divide. We ■hare th■ privilege of aitiz■n■hip in• plur■li■tic 

oc ty. The old rhetoric c■n ■till be heard, 'only if you join u■ will 

you be saved,' or <God doe■n•t h■-r the prayer■ af Jew■ 'I but ■o■t 

Folk, certainly mot J w■, think of oth- religion■•• ao■pl ... ant■ry w■y■ 
. 

to piritual growth. There 1 ■ • aaci■l co■ity in our 00 unitie■ which 

h mediev 1 Jew did not enjoy ■nd probably could not h■v■ i ■gined. Th■ 

id ntity i ue w •once• pl.rely palltic■l 1 ■-..■• Today th■ qu■■tian af 

principl 1 ■ pri••r-y an■• Th■ -■lP-aonf'ident and ■-lP-v■lidating 

•Ymption■ with which rlll:lblnla aular■ ln■ul■t■d th■ J■w and w11:h which 
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Church teachings isolated the Christian ere no longer accepted uncritic

ally; indeed, they are daily brought into question by the Freedom oF 01..r 

social lives. Childr-en oF all Feitha mix end mingle in school, sport■, 

and society. LiFelong eFFilietion is no lonllJer inevitable or necea■erily 

applauded. As he grows up, almost every young person will ask at some 

point, fwhy remain a • • • • 
We assumed in our discuaaiona our immediate environment. In 

the Islamic world social end religious condition• remain aa parochial•• 

they were in medieval Europe. Those Few Jew• who remain in place■ like 

Morocco and Tunisia exist on tolerance and ere aubject to• wide variety 

oF social restriction•. Their Jewish identity i ■ inescapable. In the 

Soviet Union where 'Jew• i• paa■port de■ignation, atheiam • dogma oF the 

party, and Zionism a crime, government policy ~ocu■e■ the identity 

issue~ Jews do not have the Freedom to carry another pa■■port nor the 

Freedom to learn and practice Judai11111. In Iar■el, the identity pro~lem 

is also quite diFFerent in net&re. A young Iareeli ■peak■ Hebrew, le.,..n■ 

Jewish history in school, never worrie■ that the Hebrew Univer■ity will 

schedule regiatretion on Yam Kipp1.r and live■ under political ten■ion■ 

which create• considerable di ■tence ■nd ■u■picion between hi• -,d hi ■ 

Arab neighbors. 

Our talk reFlected the condition■ or the A .. rican dia■por■ where 

options do not exit; one c■n be ■ctiv■ in ■ congr■g■tian or Hillel 

ch pter, it et the Feet ar • ga.ru, hitch on••• de■tiny ta ■ back-ta-th•

oil communitarian exp.,..iment, Jain ■n ■n■rchi■t cell or Th■ Jewi■h 

0 Fen e League or The Jewi ■h P■■ce F■llow■t,ip - ■ep■r■t■ly or ■equenti■lly • 
• 

At fir t they ■poke•• ir th■i~ identity deci ■lan■ rapr-■-■nt■d 

ntirely priv■t ca■mita■m■ w11:haut ■aai■l or r lly aan■equ■na■ • W■ 

like to think or 01.r■-lv■■ •• ■utanaaau■ -,d -■lr-r■ll■nt. I ■rgu■d 
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disentangled from political or social considerations. A non-ob■ervant . .. 

Jew or a Jew who practices TM, or even one who conyerta to Christianity, 

may find, to his surprise, that he continue■ to be aeen •• a Jew by 

friends, neighbors and employer■. Even in the aftermath oF World War II 

when evidence of the Holocaust shocked many non-Jews into a recognition 

of their participation in genteel prejudice, being Jewish wa■ rarely al

lowed to be a matter pl.rely of private conscience. Certainly it i• not 

now as memories of the Holocaust dim and question■ of ethnic and re

ligious quotas are debated across the land. I've yet to meet a college 

admissions officer who couldn't tell me how many Jew• there are in an 

entering class or a senior executive who didn't know which of his top 

assistants was Jewish. 

The question, 'why be a Jew•, can be treated with theoretical 

detachment only by those to whom the qu■ation 1• not an immediate one 

nd their theorizing i• likely to be more intellectually than peraan■lly 

satisfying. Religious deciaiona are exiatenti ■l deci ■ion■ which grow out 

of pri ate needs, not analytic deci ■ion■ which grow out oF the ~area o~ 

conceptual analysis, eo I have triad to deal with th■ que■tion■ they 

r i ed out of the context of their liv•+■ther th■n to pre■ent ■ 

y t matic outline nd deFen•• of ba■ic Judai ■,n. I bali•v• Judaiam to 

b helpful, and I would even -■y in■pired, tradition, but I'v• n■ver 

mt nyone who became a more ■nvolved and activ■ Jew bec■u■■ ■omeon■ 

ucc a fully dabated th■ tradition•• comp.-ative m.,..it. 

ueatio clu t.-ed ..-ound per■onal i ■aue■ : c■n living a■ a Jew 

b n nnobling and healing experience; and do■• th■ world-wid• commu

nity aF Jew play ■ con■■quenti ■l role in what• traditional thinker 

would c 11 God' pl n■ ■nd mo■t at th■ In■tltut■ ■imply called clvlll

z tion? 

In ter-111 o p...- logic, there 1• no una■■ail■bl• rational■ or 

-
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Jewish survival, end I would insist that• eimilar diami••~ng atatement 

can be made of each and every religious tradition. Ther-e ia no totally 

convincing argument why a Jew ought to remain a Jew; or, ■ Chrieti■n a 

Christian or• Communist a Communiet. Survival i• • given, not• 

--
demonstrable argument. LiFe establiahea it■ own right to be. On the 

most elemental level, I am becauae I am. I have an inalienable right to 

be what I em or wish to be. The Jewish people i ■ becau■e Jew■ are. 

I put it this way. Existence cannot be denied to ua. We ..-e. 

Some Jews simply respect and love their parents; for them aFfili ■tion 

is simply a continuation oF family. Soma Jew• are determined to be 

Jews to spite those who are determined to de■troy the Jew■• Emil 

. 
Fackenheim has written that aince the Holoc■u■t an eleventh commandment 

exists: you shall not give to Hitl.- • poathunou■ victory. Other■ ■r■ 

moved to be active out of• deep and 110metimee unexpected emotional 

response to the State or Ier■el, not ■imply becau■■ it i ■ there or 

b c use it is theirs, but becau■e I..-■el r.epre■ent■ ■ triumph of th■ 

human spirit. Mankind can be bPut■lized, yet th■ hun■n ■pirit i ■ in

demit ble. The victim of the Holoc■u■t built• State. Civilization can 

,... from the she. 

Jew■ gave EL.rope ■nd Civilization it■ Bible ■nd it■ vi■ion of 

oci 1 ju tice. I lam derived it■ unit■ri■n theology and it■ pat~..-n• 

of worship from the Tor h tradition. In th■ twelfth c■nt&.ry Jew■ 

tr n lated much of th literary ■nd philaaophic l■g■cy of Gr■■c• fr011 

Ar bic nd Syrian into th■ l■ngu■g■■ af Ea.rope. In th• fir.t■■nth ■nd 

·xteenth c nt&.rie J •• t■a.caht Prot■■t■nt Ea.rape to read th■ Blbl• in 

t original H br w ■nd ta v■lu• the car■fSul ■tudy af Script..-■ • In th■ 

nin teenth c ntury J wl ■h ■acl■l thought ■ti■ul■t■d ■■ny ar th■ polltlc■l 

r ~orm who t bout ■■t■bll_,ir,g ■ al■■■l■■■ aac1■1 order. Thi ■ 

11 community • be n r .-kably ar .. tlv■, but llb■traat di■cu■■ion■ 

h contribution• to clvlllz■tlan, hawevr hi ■tcrlc■lly lnt■r■■tlng, 
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are not personally compelling. 

I am convinced that it is beat to begin any diecuseion of •why 

be a Jew' on a personal level. The importance of the ■urvival of Judaism 

For the world is a question that cannot be overlooked, but the thruet 

of the immediate discussion would be to determine the con■equencea For 

the Jew oF active inwolvement in Jewish liFe. What can/doe■ being 

Jewish mean? Will I be a better person for it? What can I find in 

Judai sm which allows me to grow, to become, to tranecend my limitation&? . 

Many were troubled by the seeming lack oF initiative involved in 

conti nuing in inherited ways. I found my■elf often repeating the 

obvious : that what is diFferent i ■ not neceasarily more distingui~hed 

and t hat, in any case, we cannot jump out of our aoula. In determining 

the Future, talents and Force oF will are important, but, to a ■1.r

prising degree, we become what we become bac■u•• of the place in which we 

find ourselves and the influence• which be u pon ua. I am what I an 

, 

b c use of my family, becauae oF the echoo ling th■t wa■ available to••• 
. 

bee use o F the social context in which I grew up and now live, b■c■ua■ 

I h d J ewish home and a Jewiah education. I ■m not ■ carbon copy of 

y parents . Part of my identity ia ■ given, but my m~tu-■ identity i ■ ■n 

ch evement. Aa I took thee experience• into my■elf ■nd tried ta 
: 

u d r tend them I found that I••• not only ancouraged to be part of• 

ong- ived , hi toric and coa.r■geou■ people, but th■t my life had taken 

on ati fy i ng hap■ nd th■t I had gained• ■en■e of purpo■e ■nd can-

d nee in my purpo •. So I have canclud■d th■t the value of Jucl■ian 

or the indi vidual and the re■aan for th■ ■1.rviv■l or th■ Jawillh peopl ■ 

th t i t allow u ta llh■pe our live■ within• grand, rich and •i•• 

r 1 g DU civiliz tion. How do I know? I know. 

I believe in the f ■y■t.-y. I believe that th■ ■e.rviv■l or 

h J wi h peopl 1■ af oan■■quenoe ta 1:ha warld. I believe that Bad 

-
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endowed J~wish history with •~niFicance. How elae explain ou-- con

tinuing significance to civilization despite quite limited number■? In 

almost every field of letters end research Jews have made• noticeable 

contribution. I also believe that it ia Fooli•h to try to urrevel the 

mystery. I have always been put ofF by writers who know God's mind end 

rather proud of the rabbi who advised his colleague■: "Seek not to 

explain God's ways to man for these are beyond yoLr understanding." 

I do not know how the tomorrow• oF Jewish hi ■tory will ■FFect 

the world, but I know that our past hes ennobled many. I believe that 

because of my exposu---e to this people, it■ a■criFice• and it• heroiam; 

and because of my exposure to thia tradition, it• wi■dom end it■.humanity, 

I have been helped to grow into• ■en■itive and re■pon■ibl ■ hunen being. 

I cannot but believe that a tradition who■e eFFect■ can b■ ao ben■ricial 

can and will continue to make important contribution■ to the unrolding 

oF the human spirit. 

What follows is not theology but ■ome ■Lgg•■tion■ how the qu■•

tion, twhy be a Jew•, can be u■eFully approached. Sine■ I believe that 

Judaism is best defined a■• living, dev■lopi~ tradition,•• th■ re

ligious civilization of the · Jewi ■h people, rather than•• a rormal 

doctrine or a revealed nd unch■ngi _ng legi ■l■tion, I h■v■ not ■tt■111pt■d 

to develop Jewish afFirm■tion• ll)'■t■m■tic■lly. Ind■■d, I'm not ■ur■ , 

g v n the variety of approach■■ ■nd id■■■ which h■v■ b■■n ■■pou■■d by 

J w over the milleni ■ th■t ■ny rully -■tiefS■ctory s:r-■■■nt■tion or 

th nee or Judai c n b■ ■d■• Th■■■ p■g■■ pr■■■nt ■ w■y or 

• thinking about being J wiah -,d ■bout b■c0111ing ■n ■ctiv■ J■• which, I 

hope, ha the v lu or being hon■■t, rr■ah ■nd ■ugg■■tiv■ • 



Chapter- 1 
. 

OOIN3 WHAT DOMES NATURALLY ·$ 

- We had met on the bus and discussion began without pr-eamble.• I 

was immediately challenged. It doesn't bother me that I'm a Jew and 

that's what bothers me. I've no major theological hang-up■, but I want 

my religious decisions to be positive ones. Being Jewish or being any

thing has to make a diFFer-ence in me, and that's the problem. My home 

is much like the Smith's next door-. I went to Sabbath School and John 

went to Sunday School, but as Far- as I can see the only diFFerence re

ligion makes is that we celebr-ate holiday■ at diFFerent time■ oF th■ 

year. We've gone to the same schools, we like the same mu■ic, ■nd we 

generally think alike. At most there w.,..e ■ome minor diFFerencea in 

table talk. My parents spoke about the Holocau■t and I.-ael. My grand

parents oFten told me how close-knit Jewish F■milie■ wer-e and took pride 

in the large number oF Jewish Nobel Pr-ize winner-a, but I can't Feel that 

these conversations made me diFFer-ent end, in any ca■e 1 they dealt with 

past or someone else's accompliehment. Far me the que tion i ■ peraonal 

and immediate. IF I'm to become ■n active Jew, I w■nt my involv■mant to 

dd something signiFicant to my liFe, ■nd I'm not -.re that it c■n or 

will. 

I eked them to be patient •with their p-110n■l a,cpre■■ian■. We'd 
. 

gt to them; but, iF aLr di ■cu ■ian■ w.-e ta be ma■ningPul, it••• l•-

port nt th t we 

so that we would m k 

naturally to yo 

- A vaic a 

Find on th t• 

n e t:a each ath.-. But patience dae• not aaae 

n rr 

•• 

t • 1• "· 1, I ■Y need• r■llglan 1•11 

1•11 re--~v■ Juc:la ant. 11 
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I gave up. You can't acquire a religion by going shopping one 

day and picking oFF the rack a religious garment which happens to catch 

your eye. Religion involves what we are deep inaide, not what we wear; 

you can't decide in the morning what religion you'll wear that day. 

We derive our identity From experiences, From our environment 

and From reFlection on all that happens to us. We are born into a 

given Family, community, and culture and are conditioned by our world 

long beFore we begin to think critically about ita valuea. A child 

does not as yet separate his selF From all that happen& about him. He 

lives, as an animal lives, largely by doing what come• naturally. A■ 

we mature, as our mind and imagination develop, we begin to make judg

ments about our environment. As we grow we weave into an identity id••• 

which have come to us From our parents, ou-- reading, the talk and 

actions oF our Friends, televiaion, and our private reFlection■ ■nd ex-

periences. 

We become not only what our talent■ and our will allow u to 

become but, to a large degree, what home, ■chool, and culture permit u■ 

to become. LiFe may take ua Far from our root■ but,•• Or. Freud taught, 

we never Free 01..raelve■ completely oF them. In r■ligiou■ matter■ th■ 

community's religiou pirit alway■ pr■c■d•• an individual'• faith. 

Judai m seems natural and comFort■ble to me while Hinduiam do■• not. 

f rhaps it would be mar accur■t■ to ■ay Judaian wa■ ■ reality to which 

I had to re pond where■ Hinduiam w■■ • di■tant ■b■traction which did 

not impinge on my development. 

- Wait• minute. Ida •Y homework. No on■ doe■ it for••• I 

cha my major nd I'll choo■ y c.-e■r. Na an■ 1 ■ going ta tell •• 

wh t to do. 

Did you ■ · J■■n Truf'r■ut r11 a■ll■d Th■ Wlld Child? About ■ 

C ntt.ry • boy ••• fta~■nt■ ■nd r■l■■d by 

,... 
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wolves. When he was Found at about the age oF nine he wa• not only 

illiterate and FearFul oF human contact but unable to use speech to 

communicate ideas. His environment had been wild and so was he. 

- But that's a movie. 

; ..... 

Yes, but it was based on an actual case. Without ~amily, schools, 

books, music, Friends, we would not develop more than a Few rudimentary 

instinctive survival skills. 

There are no selF-made people. George Bernard Shaw ■aid it 

with customary verve: "Independence, that•a middle-cl••• blasphemy. 

':'le are al 1 dependent on one another, every soul oF u■ on earth." The 

wi ld child had only his instincts to rely on. Adult• can make delicate 
. 

decisions precisely because as children we ■baorbed idea■ and ■kill• 

others had developed and were taught to u■e that knowledge to enhance 

our lives. 

- You're saying be a Jew becau■e your parent■ are Jew■ and I 

can't buy that. I do~•t vote the way my parent■ do. Ou- political 

ideas are miles apart. Why ■hould I wor■hip •• they do i~ our re

ligious ideas aren't the ■ame? 

You've mistaken my point. I'm not arguing th■t you c■ri't help 

being what your- parent ■re. That•• m■niP■■tly not true. I'• .. ying 

th t you have internalized many J■wi■h attitude■ ■nd ■r■ po■ition■d ta 

ke t he most oF the J wi ■h w■y -,d th■t lt 1 ■ unlikely th■t you could 
. 

9 in a much From• tradition who .. attitude■ ■nd v■lu■■ were not 

tur 1 to you. I'm ug ■■ting th■ n■tu-■l b■n■rit or building you

liF wi thin a~ mili ■r world. 

- It we till I'v• got ta ■le■ y ■t■t-■nt tl••• Another vale■ 

cut n : I read ■bout tho■■ prayer bl-e■lcf'■■t■ wh.-e ■en■tar■ , bu■lne■■-

m n, nd gen■r 1 begin th■ day wl-, 

r to th■ d y"' nlpul■tlng --■ , 
t:hen ■pend th■ • 

an1 "& ---~ ■ bunch 

, 
• 



of' hypocrites'? 

. . 

The calm voice oF rea■on, obviously my voice, responded: IF we 

are going to talk intelligently about religion you must learn not to 

dismiss out of' hand experiences and attitude■ that you do not underatand 

-
or agree with. Let me give you an example oF what I mean. In April of 

1979, under not so gentle pressure From the United State■, the Prime 

Minister of' Israel, Menachem Begin, and the President oF Egypt, Anwar 

Sadat, met at .Camp David to draw up terma For a peace conFerence between 

their nations. When the negotiation■ were ■uccee■Fully completed, a 

public ceremony was organized at the White Houee For the Formal signing 

of' the · accords. On that occa■ion each oF the he■d• oF ■tate made ■n . . 

appropriate speech. I remember being ■truck th■t · each man, during the 

course oF his remarks, quoted the ■■me line From the prophet I ■aiah: 

''They shal 1 b~et their aworda into ploygh ■hare■ and their ap~ar-• into_ 

pruning hooks. Nation shall not lift up award ■gain■t nation. Neith..

shall they learn war any more." The next day Sadat and Begin put the 

peace conFerence behind ■nd went up to the Hill to petition· Congr■■■ to 

ell more arm to their re■pectiv■ ■ilit.-y fore■■, ■nd th■ A■■ric■n 

Pre ident held a pre• confer■nc■ in which h■ ■xpl■in■d th■ tr■■ty in 

the cold terms of gee-politic■• 

Politician have been known to quot■ Script&.r■ for no better 

purpo e then to gain vat■■, but I ■ffl convinced that in thi ■ . c■■• ■■ch 

1 eder pok From the h■.-t. E■ch i ■ ■ conf'ir11■d b■li ■v.-, in fact• 

rather tradition 1 b■li ■v.-. Jimmy Cart.- ■r.rir ■ ■n ■v■ng■lic■l far■ 

oF Prate t nt C i ■ti■nity, M■nach 

nd An Sad t f'ollow■ th■ 1 ta-■dltion ar l ■l • Why then th■ 

udden hift fro • v1■1on ar pa • t;o ■n ag■nct■ ar n■tian■l d■f■n•■? 

A dltion 1 b 11 V • ~ knc,w I ,., .. IIP■■ah bagln■, "ln th■ 

nd of d y 1 • • lt lbe■ ■ ut:aplan 

cond on • ..- •lo■l pa■■lblllty 
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For our times. Each h~• been taught by hie tradition that realiatic 

prudence es well as prophetic commitment are required of= human beinga, 

at least es long as the world remains unredeemed. 

- Are you suggesting that religion tolerates, even applauds, 

military preparations? Aren't war and gun■ the intereat■ of= the devil 

rather then oF God? 

In order to be a peacemaker you muet be alive. Judaism wa■ the 

First among the religions of= mankind to project the· vi ■ion or univer■al .. 

peace; but ot.r sages also taught: 1iF one come■ to kill you, kill him 

First.' A religious tradition which did not oFFer practical advice ror 

the years until trye Mee■iah ar~ive■ would expoee it■ community to pre

mature extinc~ion. I take it to be• ■ign or wi ■dom th■t Jud■i ■m ha■ a 

sensitive appreciation of= the complex emotion■ which course in th• human 

soul and of= the mixture of= morality ■nd greed which govern the politic■ 

in which human beings engage. 

- OeFine. religion. As I had hoped, the conv.-.. tion h■d com• 

back to the starting line. 

Harvey Cox deFine■ religion•• "that clu■t.- or memori•• ■nd 

myths, ite and cu tom, id••• and in■titution■, that pull• togethar 

the l1F of= 11 per■on or group into• me■ni~trul whole." A religion 

certiFies and conFirm • group' ■ ■■pir■tion■ ■nd v■lu••• Hunan being■ 

n ed to Feel that there i more to lira than fru■tr■tion, illn••• ■nd 

the grave. Put bluntly•• need to know that they ■re not runni'lil .-auncl 

n circle. 

We dld not chaa•~ to be barn. We will di• not by choice or, ir 

w die n tLr■lly, ■t •ti• or aLr ahoa■ing. Lira 1 ■ not only briar 

but conru ing. W■ cannot prov■ th■t an■ w■y ar 11r■ 1 ■ b■tt■r' th■n 

nether or th■t th• a■l■ w■ h■v■ ror ul■t:■d .-. warthwhil■ ar attain-

ble, y t, uah 1 ■ 01.r aannltlftlan, •ta••• ■du b■llev■ that what 

w do r ght nc:I t t 01.r 0011■~---•M■ hav■ been lnt■lllg■ntly aha■-n 
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and that their eFFect will be con■equential. We need to find life an 

' 

ennobling and exciting experience rather than• bitter liF• aentence 

without hope oF parole. To do so, we need to re■olve the contradiction■ 

oF our existence, which is to say we need• religion. Every aociety haa, 

or has had, a religioue component For the good re■aon that no group can 

Function successFully unlesa it i• aati ■Fiea that it■ energie• are 

directed _meaningFully, that it■ value• are valid and that it■ effort■ 

will be rewarded. The. religious need i ■ aa natural and a■ nece■■ary •• 

the need to love and be loved. Religion■ exi ■t becau■e we cannot m■n§ge 

without them. 

Animals respond out of inatinct to their anvironment and con■•

quently leek thi• re~igioua need. They ■truggle to. ■urvive •• we do but 

they ere not bleased, or i• it curaed, by curio■ity. They de;, not wonder 

why and never doubt they are going about it in the right way. Alone 

among animate creature■, the human i ■ ■ware or being ■live and con■ciau■ 

that life i full oF contradiction■ and option■; all too brier and often · 

terribly bruising. We cannot help wandering what lire i ■ and what death 

end whether there i• any purpo■e to all oLr exertion■ • Nor can w■ 

help wondering whether we know what i ■ right and what we can or ■hould 

do to make our world better place. 

App ently we can tolerate any thought except the pa■■ibility 

ht • Fe 1 chaotic nd aimle••• We cannot -.rvive, c.-t■inly not 

nely or ucc■ ■Pully, caught in a web or paraly■ing c:IDubt. Sa111■thing 

n ch of u re oh• out ta ■ppropri■t■ hap■ ■nd ■■ning. P■ychologiat■ 

p k of• will tab li ■v■ •• on■ or t:h■ bullt:-ln prl lt:lv■■ or 01.r 

mot on 1 pp----tu■• We need to reel 1:h■t: t:here 1 ■ ■ way t:h■t: we ought 

to go, w y which will give e■nlng ■nd grace t:o what: would at:h.-wl .. 

b h pl Jaa.rney. On 1:h■ Hlgh 11d■y• •• r .. d ■ part:lan ar t:he 

1 .-a1:lve1 "Chao .. 11re." SaM■-

on o d to , why • 1:h• lnevlt:llbl■? We h■v■ 



... 

no other choice. Actually, have we any choice? Y••• we do. Being alive 

is not the same as F~eling alive. Without hope end• vi ■ion, a religion, 

each day is a burden. · Caught up · in ■ viaion each day i• an opportunity. 

Religion allows the human being to experience life a■• challenging 
' i 

journey rather than a joyless endLrance contest. I could give you a 

number ~of sop~isticated definitions oF religion; but perh■pa it'~ eaaieet 

to simply quote Salvador be Madriaga: •~religion i• all that we do to 

prove to ourselves that God is not mad." 

- I thought religions told ua how to qualify for life in the 

hereafter. You focus religion on the here and now. 

Religions represent the insights, symbols, ritual• and ethical 

principles by which a society confirm■ a certain order and aFfirm■ a 

particular hope. Immortality i• only one po■aible form of the preferred 

hope. Religious hope is often called redemption and the promi ■e can t■ke 

many Forms: long liFe, health and wealth, the la■ting ~ignific■nce or 

your labors, e messiah, 11 messianic age, peace of mind, _triumph over 

enemies, Aryan conquest, the victory of the proletariat. The v■riou■ 

religions hold out a variety of promi•••i but, if we look not at the. 

p rticular gospel but at the emotional need . all ■uch hope■ ■ati ■fy, 

it becomes apparent that to be redeemed mean■ ■imply to f■■l that your 

values ere confirmed, your effort■ ■ignificant, and ~h•t your influence 

w·11 have ome la ting value. 

- You're ■peaking of individual hop■•• How do■■ a •private 

v ion become religion with million■ or ■-b.-■? 

We _..e by n tur■ ■ocial b■i"la•• Th■ ■■n■■ ar. ■■■ur■nc■ , th■ 

vi ion, may b in with on■ M■n1 ■n Abr■h-, ■ Paul, ■ Moh■-m■dl but, 

inevitably, other■ ■r■ c■ught up in it, ■net ■ ·r■11g1on ■r-a••· In ll■ny 

w y th ,cp inc■ or rindina 01.r■-lv■■ 1■ r■■lly th■ ■■.-ah ror ■ 

ti fying r 11 ion. 
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Those who survived the Germen death camp■ have commented that 

prisoners remained sane ea long aa they could hold on to any kind of 

hope. When they gave up on the poaaibility oF escape, on an Allied 

victory or on God, they rushed the electrified rencea. "fligion i• the 

mechanism through which a society lift up and certifiea hope. Faith 

is our individual appropriation of that hope. We are religiou■ not 

because we believe but because we need to be~ieve and, whether we are 

conscious oF the Fact or not, we ell believe. 

- But I'm not religious. A ripple of laughter ran through the 

group. 

Then you don't know yourself, or, more likely, you ■re u■ing, 

wi thout being consciou oF the fact,• purely narrow, in■titutian■l 

deFinition oF religion. You're ■eying, er■ you not, that you ■re not 

i nvolved in what happen in your ■ynegogu■? Ta und.,...■t■nd religion, you 

must be willing to look beyond in■titution 1 affiliation ta the ph■nam■non 

it elF. Religion i ■ not the aum of th■ ■ctivitie■ that take■ place with-

n religious institution or which are labeled•• r■ligiou■ in ardin.-y 

p , ech; but the cluster of idea, v■lu■• ■nd hope■ which we ■cc■pt an 

F "th, "know" to be right and which guar■nt■■ tau■ that our liv■■ ■r■ 

n ngFul. Not everyone belong• to• chlrch or ■yn■gogue, but ■vary

on aper tea with a et of religiou■ belier■• 

th t o 

I'm Lr■ th t you believe in demacr■cy ■nd ju■tice. Yau believe 

world can be m■d• • better place. Yau think you c■n ■h■p• ya....- · 

e nd Find fulfillment. Th••• .-a camman enough conviction■• On wh■t 

b do you hold th m? 

- They're right. 

How do you know? 

yon r■••• - Ev 

Nat • In China th■ individual 1 ■ taught ta ■clbordln■t■ hi ■ ego 

-
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. 
to the collective. Harmony, not initiative, 1• the ■tandard; the 

individual has no inalienable right•, and the duty o~ the atate i• to 

organize duties equitably. Chairman Mao taught: "We muet all learn the 

spirit oF absolute selFlessness •. to proceed in all case■ f'rom the 

-
interests oF the people and not from one'• 110le intereat." The aaaump-

tions oF Mao's Little Red Book are no more •cientiFic than thoae you 

live by; end both are, in Fact, religious _poaition• though both you and 

he, or his ghost, may object to the label. 

Any cultural tradition which conFirm• a ■ocial vi■ion i• • re

ligious tradition and is redemptive in the aen■e that it ■Ffirm• the 

meaningFulness oF lif'e. Notice I ••id, "Any cult&.ral tradition." Not 

all religious visions are ■en■itive or healthy. A• in every other 

aspect oF life, one must learn to be di ■criminating in matter■ religiou■• 

Every religion consecrates• particular ■et oF action■ which it declare■ 

to be necessary if redemption i• to be realized. Some religion■ pro

mulgate their views by example, othar■ by coercion. Som■ tradition■ 

go out aggresai vely to convert th■ "unenlightened''. Othar■ approve 

actions which re trict the right■ or non-b■li ■var■ • Puritanical ■tt■-pt■ 

to nforce Sunday Blue Law■ or denomin■tian■l pre■■ur•• to re-introduce . 

prayer into the public ■chool• ■rec•••• in point. In m■ttar■ religiou■, 

in most other e■pect■ or lire, the old ■d■g■ ■ppli••• Cby their deed■ 

hall you know them.• 

- Above th Arie in o&.r ■yn■gagu■ th.-■ 1■ • wooden replica or th■ 

tone tablet an which Mo■-■ lncl■■d th• Ten Ca m■ndln■nt■. I'v• ■lw■y■ 

thought or ethic ■nd religion•• ■ynanyaau■ t.-■■ and, th■r■rar■, •• 

enti■lly in tltutian■ af' ■h.-ed ptrpo■-■ • 

A liglan 1nc1W'lil•• but tr■naaenct■ ■1:hlc■• Th■ ■thlc■l ga■l 1• 

goodn • Th ~ 11 1 ■ goal 1■ ~ • 

- D n ya 

\ 
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Ethics are the ~orms by which we manage our day-to-day relation■ 

as honorably es we can. Ethic& deals with right and wrong in contextual 

terms. It asks pragmatic questions about practical benefit■• A re

ligion's understanding of redemption may include the recurrence of 

ethical behavior, but it also envoives belief• and loyalties which 

·transcend moral behavior. Godliness and goodneaa are not ■ynonymou■ 

terms. A hermit may do nothing but fast and pray. His culture may 

call him a holy man; but an ethicist may wonder if he ia not ■imply a 

deserter from the real problem■ of hia society. 

IF religion were simply a collection of ethical propo■ition• ita 

teachings would resemble a civic■ le■aon rather than the rich complex 

oF redemptive themes that are included in ■uch document■ ae the Torah or 

the New Testament. There are other difference■ . Ethical ■t■nd■rd■ 

tend to be situational. Religion rai ■e■ up norm■ which are uncondi

tioned. When we try on purely logical ground• to decide what i• right 

we soon recognize, if we are honeet with o~•elve■, that our judgment■ 

reFlect a particular cultural context; and probably• good bit of ■elf

serving rationalization,•• well. Aeligian r■■alve■ oLr ba■ic doubt■ 

bout moral standarda preci■ely becau■e it teach■■ u■ th■t "right" 

ctions conForm to an ultimate ■tand.-d. The f■mili.- image or Gad, 

th Holy One, revealing the l■w ta Ma■■■ 1■, ■mang other thing■,■ 

mt phor of thi idea. When Bad ap■■k■ th■ believer feel ■ that Hi■ 

commandment defin right •~d wrong ■nd ■r■ beyond que■tian ■nd uncan

dit anal. "It ha■ b ■n told yau,•O 111■n, wh■t 1 ■ goad ■nd wh■t th■ Lard 

r quire of you" (Mic■h). It ■u■t b■ added tb■t in ■ ■■cul.- religion 

k communi ehe~ dutiee ta th■ party.-.•• ■b110lut■ •• if they 

d r ved from r v l ■tian. 

- Do your■ lly believe that· ■t 8ln■l Bod derlned right ■nd wrang 

for 11 tim nd that th• Tarah aontaln■ all•• need ta know in th■t 
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No, but I do believe that the Torah contain• much we need: to 

know about virtue and purpose and would not have been known otherwiae, 

seminal ideas. We'll come back to the Torah and ita claim■ on · our be

lieFs. For the moment let•s stay with the task or deFining religion 

so that we will have a Framework For our later diacu■■iona. 

- All religions do good. Judaiam ■nd Chri ■ti ■nity teach many 

similar values. Why do you make an ia■ue oF religiou■ diFFerence■? 

Judgments must be made. Each religioue culture ■hape■ it■ com

municants' ideas about right and wrong. Rabbinic Jud■iam in■i ■ted that 

suicide is wrong. God gave us liFe and He ■lone should determine it■ 

limits. In Shinto ritual suicide, h■ri-kari, i ■ con■idered a virtue 

since a liFe without honor ia no liFe. Let me eek• que■tion: do ■11 

religions encourage those value■ we in■tinctively label a■ ethically 

valid: love, honesty, Family loyalty, ana aocial ju■tice? 

- Yea. 

- No. 

Silence. Finally, I Filled the void. When Germany'• beet and 

brightest went to Hitler' youth camp■ , did their coun■elar■ and the 

Nazi rituals encourage them to be ■en■itive, gen■rau■ , and peace-laving? 

You know the answer. N■zii ■m taught the virtue or racial p1rity and 

total commitment to the ■tate. Hitl.- diaparaged the Bible••• blue-

print r-or people oF lave mentality. He taught the right or might. 

Symp hy we • weekn •• He labeled Aryan■■ ■■■t.- r■ce. Civil right■ 

Jewi h w kne • 

- N■zli w r,ot • religion. It••• ■ political phlloaaphy, 

m ybe ■ madne 
' 

but not • religion. 

Why not? 

- It w ■v11. 

Mu t r 1 lona beg 
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- Yes. 

Why? 

Again, silence. AFter e moment .I Filled the void. Wasn't 

Naziism a collection oF myths, rites, cuatom■, idea■ and institution& 

which pulled together and certiFied -the aapirationa oF much oF the German 

nation? Naziism displayed many oF the Features which we ■■societe with 

better-liked religion: strong Feith in• chariamatic leader, total 

commitment to a set oF values which are held to be oF coamic importance, 

certainty that there is only one truth and that all error muat be aup

pressed, grand public pageant• at holy shrine■ like Nurenberg, a bible, 

Mein KampF, a messianic vision oF ■ redeemed world puriFied by Aryan . 
values and Aryan leaders; in short,• redemptive vision. 

For many this was• bit much, but determined to make the point, . 

I pressed on: How would you deFine ■ religiou■ per■on? 

- One who takes Faith seriously end who live■ by hi ■ Faith. 

'ouldn't that include the Nazi■? 

- Someone who i ■ aFFiliated with ■ congregation. 

Couldn't you call the Nazi P.-ty ■ congregation? 

I Felt I had made my point, ao I went ■Ft■r ■noth■r common mi ■-

conception. Are there religiou■ ■nd non-r■ligiou■ Folk? 

- I know you'll di ■gr ■, but I've got to ■■y Y••• H■lr oF ■11 

m r can don't belong to ■ church or ■yn■gogu■ • 

Aren't ou • uming that th■ unarrili■t■d .-., by d■rinitian, nan

r lio ou? AFfili■tion i ■ largely ■ We■tarn practice. In Indi■ people 

o h n they wi to ny ■v■illlbl■ Hindu, Buddhlllt or T■oi ■t ■hrin■ , ■nd 

h temple • aw..,part■d by aain■ 1:D■■■d by the wor■hipp■r■ into ■ box 

p c din Front aF the idol. 

- Do you • 
At th p■■■-nt level the ■ ~•llgloua tradition 1• 
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reduced to its simplest level: rein, son■, health end immortality, and 

all the religions of' a particular area ref"ract eimilar ■ociel and 

cultural attitudes. It's only,1aa civilization become■ more complex 

that signif'icant dif'f'erences in the religioue message appear. In the 

literate circles of' Asia, religious identif"ication i• a more formal 

aFf'air and a Hindu Brahmin and a Taoist priest will be conaciou■ of" 

diFf'erences. 

My point is that religion is never limit•~ to the activity oF a 

shrine or temple.· Religion permeates liFe. This can be seen mo■t 

cl'arly in medieval societies where there we■ no constitutional divi ■ion 

between cht..rch and state. In the ehtetl Jewi ■h value■ permeated ell of 

lif'e. The school taught the Torah cu-riculum. The court• di ■pen■ed 

Torah law. Homes and shop■ ~ept the Sabbath and everyone ob■erved th■ 

dietary laws. Judaism ■et the norm■ of everyday life. Religion and the 

daily routines were intimately connected, end even tho•• who ■re not 

pious lived within a world permeated by Judaiem'• tradition■, value• 

and hopes. 

Here, by the way, is a partial explanation of the paradox that 

1m ny of' the Founding Father■ of the State of I.-ael who ap■nt their 

live creating• Jewiah national home would not enter ■ ■yn■gogue. The 

h rd lives and poverty of the f■mili ■■ in Europe h■d turned th.,. into 

doctr naire aociali ta who looked on Jud■i- •• ■n impediment to r■i ■ing 

the conaciou neaa oF the Jewi ■h prol■t-i■t. They w■nt■d th■ worker■ 

to ch nge their objective political ■ituation by direct ■ction r■th■r 

th n to be patient until God would ••nd the M•••i■hl yet, their up-

bringing, and the anti-■llflliti ar Earap■'• Chri■ti■n r■dia■l ■, ■g■in ■n 

n r ting juxtapo ition ar t■r■■, ah■nn■l■d their ■n■rai•• Into ■n 

ctivi t v r ion or th■ ■g■-ald •••l■nla di-■■- ar the religion they 

dip d. 

But th■t world do• •~ ■xln ■ny aare. .Nd■l- 1• only on■ r■c■t 
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oF my liFe. I don't see Jewiahnee■ very much outaide the ■ynagogue. 

Our society is a plureliatic one, one oF the First and the Few 

that the world has ever known. The traditional religion• no longer permeate 

and domin~te the culture. But I would still argue that religion permeate■ 

our lives. I would argue that religious value■ and vision■ ■FFect u■ 

in all aspects oF our lives. I would not argue that Jewish religiou■ 

values are the only ones which aFFect most American Jew■ or that Chri ■tian 

religious values are the only ones which aFFect moat Chriatien■, even 

the born again. I suspect that ell oF ua are deeply eFFected by America•• 

civil religion. 

- What's a civil religion? 

When ·writers describe a civil religion, they mean• ■et or 
. 

ethical rules end e utopian viaion which enjoy wide■pread agreement llftlong 

the citizens oF a nation, idea■ and hope■ which are arrirmed and cele

brated by that nation's institution■ end holid y■. Civil religion■ are 

modern phenomena. As long as there we■ an oFFicial ■t■te-church, the 

church liFted up both national a■ well•• theological value■• With dia

esteblishment oF the chLrch and th■ growth oF ■■culw-iam, th■ civil lire 

began to take on religiou■ ■■p■ct■ and to rerr■ct what can only be called 

r ligious values. The law will rerr■ct llhared a■■Ufflption■ ■bout hunan 

n ture and broad pLrpo • and th••• in tLrn will inrorm all public dabat■ 

nd the school c\.r'riculum ■nd b■ -■nctiried in national holiday■ and 

nthema. 

- Why? 

B cau no co ~unity aan exist: -..aa■■.rully without th • A re-

ligiou vi ion i th glu■ th■t: hald■ ■ body palitia tag■th.,.. fleligian 

nvo ve ta d ly 88 .. vl tion■ about ttl• ■■ning •nd pra 1 ■-

0 11 nd v y hi h ■nd lt:■ ault:ur■ 

ound th • 
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Observers have described America'• civil religion•• ■ ~ aecul■r 

humanism which aFFirms social justice; the autonomous individual, the 

Bill oF Rights, publlc welFare, the work ethic and human brotherhood. 

Honesty compels me to add that this clu■ter or id••• ■nd inatitutiona 

also includes intense individualiam, happine■• through having, and• 

goodly amount oF chauvinism. America'• civil religion provide■ all the 

necessary elements oF a religious Faith:• promise .of the future, a ■enae 

of common purpose, and a social and personal ethic. Inate■d of Micah'• 

synthesis oF the Biblical tradition I have cited, thi■ faith'• watch-

word is President Kennedy's Famous mo~to: "A■k nqt what your country can 

do For you; ask what you can do For yoLr country •• •" It■ commandment■ 

are those oF social service. It■ holiday■ are t~• Fourth of July, the 

second Tuesday in November, and Thankagiving Day. It■ ■ymbol• are the 

Flag and the .ballot and it■ liturgy include■ the Pledge of Allegience. 

Its messianic vision i• or• humane republic, secure in peace ■nd 

established in justice. Not every American who i ■ unchurch■d belong■ to 

this tradition; in oLr heterogeneou■ ■ociety there are ■ n._.bar or 

racial and ethnic sub-culture■ which build wall• again■t th••• id•••I 

and counter-culture group■ who hold to their own di ■tinct vi ■ion■ end 

consciously espouae an anti-civil religion. Every religion ha■ it■ 

d1 senters and heretic and Am■ric■ '• civil religion i ■ no exception. 

- How can one b■ ■ Jew and a civil r■ligioni ■t, lr thar■ i■ ■uch 

a word, at the am time? I ·thought th■t in ■uch ■attar■ it••• an■ 

religion to• cu tom • 

Becau many or th■ ■Jar p,- ---~ 1••• or A ■rlc••• 

civil religion---, art ■11, th■ cr■■tlan ar p■apl■ wha■- root■ r■■t■d 

in the ■oil or Biblic 1 clvlllz■tlon, 1:h■-- ••••• qult■ aacept■bl■ ta 

th 1 dactrl lr -or,a A•• .. •• ah.- •.aa _.. .... __ Thar■ ••• na 

n e or narc d aaa■iCaav, ----~ ~al!-..~ ...... Pr-~ in 1111■ alvil 
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religion a secular version oF the older faith. 

, 

Most Americans are products oF the public schools and so share 

many values, including that of openness, which the civil religion em

phasizes. When the President of the Southern Bap~iat Alliance pro-
1 
I 

nounced that God did not hear the prayers oF Jews, his proprietary 

attitude towards God grated against the assumption■ oF the civil reli

gion and he was widely criticized. It takes ~butzpah to inai ■t that 

you know to whom God listens, but had this narrow-minded fellow spoken 

as he did to a society where the civil religion did not encourage open

ness all that Martin Luther King ■ugge■ted when he ■aid: "We must 

learn to live together as brothera or we •h~ll peri ■h t~gether •~ 

fools", most would have nodded in agreement. AFter all, claaaic 

Christianity accepts literally Jeeu•• word■ aa repeated in the New 

Testament: ~•No one shal 1 come to God except th~ough Me." 

- I can understand civil religion because I aee it■ ceremonie■ 

and concepts in my life. The national anthem before• ■port■ event. 

Thanksgiving and the Fourth of July. The term■ of o&.r political debate■ . 

What I don't see is Jud■iam' ■ me■-■ge. A rew candl•• and th■ holiday■ 

, but what else i ■ there. I know I'm an American, but how ■m I a 

Jew? 

In more way■ then you're aware ar. Th■ r~ligiou■ imprint i ■, 

like indelible ink, alma t impa■■ibl■ to ara■■ and, undar certain con

ditions, trikingly vi■ible. Th■ i■partance of education ta th■ Jew i ■ 

c se in point. Th■ Jew May nev.-. re■d a Jewillh cl■■■ic, but college 

mu t. One of th■ h de■t ca...,■■llng ta■k■ ap rabbi c■n have 1• when 

he trie to convince p_.ent■ that their ahild i ■ not college ■■t.-ial 

nd ought ta 1 n • trade. Judlll- h■■ aanctltlaned ■11 af u■ in ■■ny 

w y • I know th t•• not • f'ully ■-tl.af'.aat.al!-y ... anaw~, but I promi ■- you 

we'll came b■ck ta th■ qu■■tlan • . 1••• _,_..~ ta au- whale worth. 

-
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- You have said that there are no irreligioua people, but I've 

got a friend who is an atheist. 

Atheism involves unprovable convictions and, at least in that · 

sense, atheism is hie religion. I suspect that he has converted to 
-

America's civil religion without being conscious of' hi ■ ac~-. Certainly __ _ 

he remains enmeshed in a set oF religioua values and hope■• 

- Where is God in the civil religion? I've always assumed y~u 

don't have a religion iF you don't have a god. 

The most successf'ul religious movements of' thia century, Leninlam 

and Maoism, are atheist and consider the God-f'ocuaed tradition■ to be 

op i ates of the masses. 

- Communism is anti-religious. How can you c■ll it a religion? 

Communism, despite the uncompromising materiali ■tic ideologie■, 

is, i n fact, .almost a mirror image of' medieval Chri ■tianity. Portrait■ 

of s a i nts hang high in va■t cer-emoni■l h■lla. Mauealeum■ which contain 

the bodies of the patriarchs are object■ of' pilgrimage. A con■ecrated 

scripture is interpreted oFFicially and anyone who que■tion■ received 
. 

dogma is condemned as a heretic. Book■ ■r• c■n■ored. Only th• official 

truth ma y be pre ched. The formation of a per■on•• faith i ■ carafully 

up r vi ed in parochial achool ■ by• z■alou■ cl■rgy. Th■ I"" ■ i• ■van• 

i nic promi e: the great day when th• contradiction■ of hi ■tor»-

will be res olved and an age or cl■••l••• Jay will anv■lop th• a.-th. 

- I once looked up r■ligion in• dictionary. Th• rir■t darini

on w s Faith in God or god■• 

Di ctio~arie r fleet th■ir ti•••• Ir you h■d picked up ■n ■.-lier 

d tion you would h v found religion defined•• r■ith in th■ Chri■t, 

hich i th w y th rir■t -.rop■■n dictian■ri■■ r■rl■ct■d the p■rochi■l 

lF-confid nc ar di■v■l Ctrlnandall. ll■a_, .. Ctrl■ti■nity taught 

th tit r pl c d Juda v■hlala, J!.ldal ••• --■ti •• 
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accorded in these dictionariea the ■tatua oF • Foaail religion. A• the 

West came to recognize that it did not repre■ent the whole oF hunan 

culture, the list oF religions was enlarged to include I•lam, Buddhiam, 

Hinduism and the Chinese tradition■• When Western ■choler■ began to 

study the texts oF Theravada Buddhism and the ConFucian cl■■■ic• they 

perforce recognized that they had l _isted •• religion■ tradition■ which 

did not insist on faith in a personal god or gods. By the late nine

teenth century dictionaries began to broaden their derinition: "A way 

of life in accord with authorized teaching■" or "Faith that the truth 

is known." 

The modern study oF religion■ began when atudent■ ehiFted their 

interest from Form to Function. Ritual ■ ■re calorFul, but ■ religion• ■· 

redemptive ideas are crucial and determinative or ita chr■cter ■nd i•~ 

pact and represent the heart oF the enterpri■e. There i ■ now ■ growing 

awareness that the Field aF religion include■ any clu■ter or id••• which 

pull a society's values together ■nd certiFy it■ hope. Like it or not, 
. 

idol worship and Marxiat ideology ■r• religiou■ phenomena, ■nd the next 

generations oF dictionarie will certainly reFlect thie under■t■nding. 

- Aren't a lot or Iaraelie■ ■nti-religiou■? Ol.r cou■in■ vi ■ited 

u recently. We invited them to go to ■ervice■ with·u■. They ■■de it 

cl r that they weren't intere ted. They hadn't been in ■ ■yn■gogue 

nee they left El..l""ope thirty year■ ■go. 

There is n Iaraeli civil religion ju■t •• there i ■ ■n American 

on, • I eel's civil religion pick■ up ■■ny tr■dition■l Jewi ■h el ... ent■ 1 

h en of peoplehood 1 the vi ion or Zion redee11ed in Ju■tice, ■nd 

th c ntrallty oF the H brew Bible to Jewillh lire. I.-■el'• civil re-

g on ta tr t the Bible• • literary cl■■■ic r■th.- th■n Scripture, 

but t v lue end idiom p rm■ate the ■ociety, v■lid■te the nation•• 

cl m to the 1 nd, provide th wellapring ar ■n i part■nt tradition ar 

cc 1 de 11 , expre their apecl■l ■en■■ af' J.-u-■1 •• haline■■ ■net 
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root the national calendar and language in a di•t~nt and romantic past. 

- OeFining religion is getting compli~ated. 

The label, religious, ia a tricky one. In Iarael there ia a 

well-known political division between tho~e who call themselves dati, 

religious, end lo-dati, the non-religioua. Lo-dati oppose administrative 

- arrangements which give rabbinic authorities control over the laws oF 

personal status. They propose the separation oF synagogue and state. 

Not surprisingly, a number oF active and aFFiliated synagogue Jews are 

lo-dati. IF I lived in Israel I would be among them. 

Sometimes I simply describe religion as that cluster oF idea■ and 

hopes which we couldn't give up without changing what'• in our aaul ■• 

- I've always Felt that my Friend, John, i ■ religiou■ though he 

protests that he is not. He believes in human decency, the public 

school syst~m, aFFirmative action, the inevitability of arm■ control 

and world government. He argues that these idea■ ■re purely rational 

statements, but he's uncomFortable iF they are challenged. I have 

tried to tell him that his idealism come■ rrom • Faith in the goodne■• 

oF the human being and the poa■ibility of tran■Forming the ■ocial order 

For th better, ideas that can't be proven from hi ■tory or by any re-

rch, but he insists hi idea are purely -acientific. 

When an idea i ■ botly defended you c■n be pretty ■ur ■ it' ■ part 

oF that person• religiou■ ■y tem. OL.r d■p■nd■nc■ on ■ r■ligiou■ ■y■t■-

ho te chinga and ymbol■ confirm aL.r ■■n■e of order i• deci ■iv■ in 

int ining our campo-.re ■nd b■l■nc■ in th■ f■c■ of lif■'• ch■ll ■ng••• 

ny chall nge to the• ■umption■ thr■■t■n• oL.r aoul. 

- I th t why Ir ■ly h■v■ had ■n •••Y conv■r■-tion with non

J wl h Friend bout religion? 

Th qu tlon w ■ rh■taric■l. The a■-p lauctap■■k■r cr■ck•■d with 

c 11 to art. I ■alc■d th t:a 1:hlnlc ov.- • p.-lllilr■ph f'roa B■org■ 
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Santayana's Reason in Religion: "Every living and healthy religion h■a 

a marked idiosyncracy. Its power consists in its special and aurpriaing 

message and in the bias which that revelation givea to liFe. The vista■ 

it opens and the mysteries it propounds are another world to live in -

whether we expect ever to pass wholly over into it or no - is what we · 

mean by having a religion." Let's talk ■ore aFter lunch about the F•ct 

that religions perrorm the same Functions in all societiea, but are 

substantively quite distinct. 

- Oo you mean that Judaism and America•• civil religion are not 

as closely allied as I tend to think? 

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



I , 

Chapter- 2 

MY FAITH ANO OUR RELIGION 

We picked up the conversation as iF there had not been• break. 

-
- Religion is a private matter. I will make up my own mind. No 

one is going to tell me what to believe. 

They already have. No one live• solo. You speak and think in 
• 

English. Your attitudes have been shaped by the mesa media, ■uburbi■, 

what you have read, the conventional wiadom and your- home. No one 

starts a religious search with an unprogr■mmed mind. You become an 

"I" only when you accept your conditioning and tranacend it much•• a 

great artist master■ the diaciplinae o~ hi ■ medium in ord■r to u■• th•• 

to express his vision. The parent who keep■ hi• child out oF religiou■ 

chool and keeps ritual out oF the home ao the child will be rr-e■ later 

to make up his mind denies him the opportunity to experience e■■ily 

nd naturally the warmth and encouragement oF ■ religiou■ tradition; and, 

inc youth is thirsty ~or the ■en e or high pLrpo■■ and bracing moral 

ch 11 ng that religion provide■, hi• child will probably ■■arc~ ror • 

ub titute For wh the i deni ■d, and may latch onto a teaching that 

c nnot provide the en itivity and balance or ■ main lin■ tradition. 

I used to sugge t to uch parent■ that ■n inrormed d■ci ■ion wa■ 

wi r th none be ed on ignorance, but th■t argument, d■■pite it■ 

. 
dity, made littl impr■■ ion. M■Jar ■egm■nt■ or aLr culture make· 

uch virtue or indepencl■nc■ th■t ■■ny will nat ■dlllit, haw■ver orten 

it demon tr t d to them, th■t ■■lr-r■li■nc■ art■n d■v■lap■ b■■t in 

n nv ronment oh t lz d by conviction ■nd · at■ncl■rd■ . I naw ■i•ply 

ob rv 

b com 

o th 

ht childr n lert on their own ■y not h■v■ to at,ed when th■y 

lt J wi■h i pr-int but 

pr nt or 

• 
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hedonist culture whose values are consecrated on the television they 

watch every Sabbath morning and most other times. 

- I'm puzzled by all this talk of environment and community. I 

was taught that religion was what a person does with hia solitariness 

and the idea made sense to me. 

Someone quoted Alfred North Whitehead to you; un¥ortunately thi• 

is a case where a Fine logician was guilty of imprecision. Ha wrote 

religion when he really meant faith. Faith says: I believe. Faith is 

your private understanding of your religion. Religion represents what 

a community believes. It is the corporate and symbolic expre■sion of 

the values and vision of the community of which you are a part. Our 

religion envolves the synagogues, scripture■ , holiday■ , rituals, proverbs, 

myths, liturgies, ethical values and ■acred ■ymbol• which present and 

represent Judaism's special and aurpri ■ing meaaage. 

The distinction between faith and religion i• important becau■• 

it allows us to understand how a Jew, ■ Chriatian, a Muslim may each 

have ~aith in a personal god, but will inevitably expre•• their faith in 

distinct ways, how it happen■ that the con■equenc■• of their faith for 

their lives will be quite di tinct. Faith,in■vitably, 1• colored by and 

refracted through a religion. In building a faith w■ draw on our re

ligious tradition. Faith emerge■ from religion a■ th• Engli ■h acienti ■t-

uthor put it: "One cannot inv■nt a religion." 

- What then i ■ religiou■ exparience? 

It' • binding ■xperienc■, a r■aching out to ■amething apprehended 

but not yet comprehended, during which th■ religion c■a■■• to b■ out 

ther omewhare nd b■com■■ part of u■• Early in thi ■ century ■ G.,..•an 

choler, Rudolph Otto, de■crib■d th■ ■■n■■ ar coming ■live ta one•• 

r ligion • r ■pan■■ ta ultl■■t■ r■■lity, • -■n-■ or touching and 

b Ing deeply ff■ct■d by• reality beyond what l ■ known in everyday 

-
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experience. Otto used the term numinou• for the emotional aura which 

surrounds the moment when the mysteriou• reality which liea beyond the 

world or common experience. Otto, a non-Jew, Found the numinoua preeent 

on various occasions, including a Yam Kipp&..r ■ervice in a ■mall North 

AFrican synagogue. The worshippers were in white. The chant ·was 

I 

minor-keyed and repetitive. The congregation moved with an hypnotic ■way 

which swept the worshippers out oF themselves and clearly took them 

beyond ordinary Feelings and thoughts. 

I am sure others have sensed the nuninou■ in• May Day parade 

or a Nuremberg Aally or an AFrican tribal dance. In each c■■e the 

moment was special and the mueic and ritual di ■tinctive; emotion■ Flowed 

and the participants Felt conFirmed end con■ecrated. Jew■ u■e the term 

Kedusha, holiness, to describe out special perception oF the nuninau■• 

- I have trouble aeaoci ■ting holine■■ with the elation of young 

Communists on Aed Square on May Dey. 

I do, too, but I do not doubt that lv■n c■n h■v• • religiou■ high, 

numinous experience, which confirm■ ■11 th■t h■■ been taught him 

bout duty and the Futa..re. The f■ct th■t you c■n ••Y 11 believe• doe■ 

not validate what you believe in. 

Over time each religion condition■ it■ co■■unic■nt■ to ■■■oci■t• 

c rtain v lue with their conrir■ing exp.-i ■nc••• Kedu■h■ i ■ both the 

n r l en e of that re lity which ■t■nd■ b■yond, b■hind ■nc:1 within 

th world of ordin ry experience■ and• particular ■•n•• ar th■ nat&.r■ 

oF th t reality - for th■ Jewi h tr■ditian thl ■ ■■nt • p.-ticul.- ■en■• 

oF h n■tur of God. E ly in hi■ a.-■.- th• praph■t 1 .. 1_, ■nt.-■d 

th Temple in J u 1 , r■lt th■ 1,..uah ar ■ qulak■ning aplrlt, Gad'• 

pr t, and ■pok apant n■au■ly, "Hal~, 

h whole rth i ■ ull ar Hl■ 1 y 1 

d ily litLrgy, V 

xp r nc • 

ly, Holy 1 ■ 1:h■ Lard or Ha■t■, 

......... whlah, .,,.,,.ln■d ln th• 

, all 
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- They were not yet ready to diacu•• theology. Religion'• 

public nature was still a troubling idea. Why muat my Faith involve 

synagogues and public rites? The Fact that the religioua life has 

included tribal dances, the procession of imagi!t• and congregational 
.i -

worship doesn't mean thai it can't stop. Haven't we progre■■ed beyond 

needing these crutches? 

Why does it bother you so much? 

Because once institutions emerge, coercion i• inevitable. Re

ligions have crusades, inquisitions, ■nd cen■or■hip to their diacredit. 

Schools both educate and indoctrinate. Ho■pit■l• cure ■nd unnece•

sarily prolong lives. Aeligioua inatitutiona, being human in■titution■, 
. . 

always l eave a spotty record. Though they de■l with ultimate value■ ■nd 

messianic goals, religions aerve human being■ , not angel■ . All h._.■n 

institutions are ripe with contradiction■, but we cannot do without tht1111. 

IF Judaism were disconnected from peopl e and in■titution■, the dr■■m 

would Float irrelevantly high above u■ in the air. Sine■ it i• connected 

to us it i nevitably absorb• all our limitation■ ■nd complication■• Why 

must religi on be priatine when nothing •l•• in lif• i ■? 

~ Becaus e religion• claim to teach truth and d■fina right ■nd 

duty. Unfortunately ynagogua■ c■n · b■ ■nobbi ■h ■nd cl••• conaciou■, 

nd r bbi aren't int■• 

You ' r e quoting J■remi■h perh■p■ without knowing it. "Fro111 th• 

11 t to the gre te t, th■y ■r■ ■11 greedy for g■ina prie■t■ ■nd 

prophet like, they 11 ■ct f■l ■■ly.'' / Congregation■ ■r■ •de up or 

llible peop le like our■alv•• and op.-ate in th■ canru■lng world which-

i wher we live. A bbl ■ e peapla and ■ubJ■ct ta ■11th• infir■lti•• 

o th p r l t. A cir■ 

1 duty nd full of 

Judi h." V 

can be cl■an ■nd f'r■■ at' a pra11i-■, but r■■lity 

ntle ■ncl nat ea g■ntl■ aantr■dlatian■• 

cl■i ■d that 1•• 1nnltu1:1an■ and le■d■r■ w■re 

-



25 

Free oF error or beyond reproach. The ■ynagogue i• en entirely human 

institution. It is one thing to celebrate God end encourage the eearch 

For meaning end quite anoth■r to demand that unquestioned loyalty be 

shown to any religious institution -or leader. 

I'd be the First to agree that terrible crime• have been com

mitted in the name oF religion. In mosque■ acrose the Near Ea■t 

Islamic immams regularly preach jihad, a holy war against Israel. The 

Pope, John Paul II, has censored well-known Roman Catholic theologian• 

who questioned the Ch&.rch'• doctrine or papal inFallibility. Maoiam 

has its rectiFication center ■ and Ru■■ian Communiam ita mental hoapit■l ■• 

In Israel the rabbinate have impoaed their quthority in the area or the 

rules oF personal · status ·on those who willingly accept the yoke oF 

the law and those who do not. We conrront here an ine■capable hunan 

dilemma. We can't do without religion and F■w group■ po••••• enough 

humility, oF sel~-discipline, not to need to impo■e ltrue• value■ , their 

v lues, on othera. Religion certiFie• what i• right and right-minded 

people tend to be impatient and intolerant. 

The theology'• in place. Ultimate truth b■long■ ta God ■lane. 

believe, but, when all i ■ -■id ■nd don■,•• can~t b■ ■Lr■• An old 

t cher oF mine u ed ta ■ay: "D1.r ability to do Ju■tic■ and lov■ mercy 

will oFten depend on how well•• have learned to walk hunbly with o&.r 

God." The Torah tak■• pain■ to drive home th■ point: ''My way■ ■r■ nat 

you-- way, •Y th■ Lord; and 11y thought■ ■re not ya&.r thought■• Juat a■ 

he heaven holier than th■ ■■rth, aa ■r■ ■y thought■ higher than 

your thought•" So111■haw •• u■t ,...,..y p■tl■na■ ta prlnclpl■ I it' ■ nat 

y, but th prabl 1 ■ not 1:ha 1nat11:Ut1an■l1z■tlan af' r■llglan, which 

l in ny 

vit lllty af' 

n tici • 

Do' n•• ability ta c■u■■ pain? 
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A group can do more harm than the ■ingle per■on. 

And more good. When we think about religion only in visionary 

terms, no realistic thinking about the development of social justice 

programs and no eFFective planning For the development oF the skills oF 

spiritual growth is possible. You need organization to e■tabliah school ■, 

synagogues, libraries, ·retreats, welFare service, ■elF~help ■gencie■ , 

and the like. 

A synagogue oFFers congregation, an end to loneline■■; a calendar 

oF eFFective ceremonies and holiday■ which remind the Jew oF the joy■ 

and duties oF the religious liFe, the willdom oF the tradition a~d it■ 

moral challenge. Synagogues exi ■t beceu■e we are ■acial being■ ~ho■■ 

ideas and values are both reFined and ■trengthened by being ■hared. Song 

liturgy, drama, the sermon are creation■ by the congregation for th• con

gregation. 

The synagogue w■• not treated••• sanctu■ry or accorded any 

special deFerence. It'• a people' ■ ·pl ■ce. There ■re no room■ you 

can't enter. The ervice i ■ not conducted behind a ■creen beyond which 

the l ity may not pa■• In fact, thw-e i ■ no laity. Anyone can lead 

the ervice, reed From the Torah or preach. orten between ■w-vice■ th■ . 

wor hip room became a cl■■eroom. 

- Whet about the Temple in Jeru .. 1■-? 

The Temple h d a Holy of Holl ■■ which only the High Prie■t would 

nter and variou courtyard■ re■.-v■d Par v.-iau■ ■lit■ group■ -ang 

which the prleat cl ■ w • pre■-in■nt. It••• ■aaard■d ■p■ai■l ven.-a

tion nd wa th ga 1 aP pilgri •• Th■ T pl■ ■.-vla■ ••• org■niz■d by 

prie t • No ordin y 1--■■llt■ aauld p.-f'ar ■t th■ ■lt.-. But one■ 

th Templ • d troyed the J■11l tr■dltlan alee out of' th• ■llllCl■t 

univ l p tt n of' in• • lp lent Mldctl• E■■t ■nd cr .. tad 

br nd n w, y • • • ayn■gague • Actually 

th 0 le■ ln di■ lnf'ar■■l 
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com~unity centers which Jews ~rganized wherever they lived, _where holi-

.. 
day and Sabbath prayers were sung, the Torah read and discussed and com

munity business debated. 

The first rabbis turned these proto-■ynegogue■ into sanctuarie■ 

by ruling that such rituals as the blowing oF the ShoFar and the 

handling of the lulav and ethrog, once limited to the Temple, could,now 

that the Temple had been destroyed, be observed in the synagogue. How

ever, they did not allow the synagogue to become a place which aanctiFied 

privilege. Anyone could enter, anyone, at least any male, conduct 

services. The synagogue is a meeting house rather than• cathedral, ■ 

place where the individual counts. Nine rabbi• do not make• mi~yan. 

Ten laborers do. 

- But why are religious Folk ao · diFFicult to deal with? I tried 

the other day to talk with a fundamentali ■t rriend ■bout Darwin and the 

theory of Evolution and it waa like talking to• ■tone wall. Thou_gh it 

was clear he didn't Fully under■tand them, he diami ■■ed Darwin'• unproved 

theories. Genesis I waa the inerrant word or God. 

I I ' 

Religious queatio'°!a are -~1:..-'~rol que■tion■ which ■re ■■ked 

calmly and answered diap■■■ionately, but urgent que■tion■ which mu■t b■ 

nswered convincingly iF we are to live happily ■nd ■-nely. Th.-■ i ■ 

tremendous psychic energy behind th■ religiou■ que■t ■nd, once we have 

ns~ rs that ■ti Fy u■, we do not readily let loo■• or th■IR. Redemp

tive idea integrate our per■on■lity ■nd provide ■tr■rgth ■net -■nity. 

We g mble 01.r live■ on th••• It would be ••dn••• .ta let ga, which i ■ 

why we human t nd ta be ■t a&r IIIDat unr■■ac,nabl■ and unyielding in thi■ 

rea. 

Let m illu■tr■t• thl■ paint rra11 Jewlllh hl■tary. l■agin■ ■ 

M rtian, on wha 1 ■ nat llke ue, aa■• ■■ong u■ • l■aglna that aa ■ti■• 

during hi vi it h ,.. .. a■• hlst:or~ or a.rap■•• J .. ■• 8&.rely, h■ would 
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shake his head sadly over the long chronicle aF people penned into 

ghettoes, made to wear badges which declared them aa pariah■, and re

peatedly beaten and massacred by Crusader and Caaaack. I might alao 

wonder, iF I were this Martian, why these Jews didn't ■imply accept 

baptism and get out From under. Wouldn't mass conversion have been the 

sensible thing to do? Holy water cannot drown the aoul and since no one 

can look into another's soul and Jew■ would have survived, gained 

security and bettered themselves economically at the same time that they 

continued to believe whatever they wanted ta believe. 

- Our Martian Friend had better be told about the Inqui ■ition. 

Right, some Jews did think like DU"" rriend; but, in many people'• 

~inds, once a Jew always a Jew. Thaae who converted were ■egreg■ted out 

as New Christians and For generation■ their action■ and r■ith were ■ub

jected to constant scrutiny by the Inqui ■ltion ■nd their r■milie• war■ 

subjected to various Forms oF 110cial di ■cr-iminatian. But the point or 

this illustration is that moat Jews never can■idered conver■ian • live 

option. To convert would h■ve been to adopt• ■et oP ■■cr■d ■ymbal ■ 

which did not convey a~y real ■en■e or re■■■U""ance and ta deny th■ teach

ings which did. They would have had ta give up their ■en•• ar dignity, . 

their sense oF purpo■e, their canf'idenc■ in Gad'• rew.-d - th■ religion 

that had meaning For them and g■v• caher■nc■ ta their liv••• They held 

Fast because they could not have lived with th.,. .. lv■■ ir they had don■ 

otherwise. 

Yau ile, but would•• do ath■rwi■■? Ir ■udd■nly A■.-ic■ w■r■ 

ruled by tho who d■tnanded.th■t •• ■rrir ■n ■ll ■n ideology ■nd ■ublnit 

our live to rar ign authority,••• tao, lght ■■le■■ d■■P■r■t■ ■t■nd 

For the valu , th■ dignity, and th■ ■■n .. ar ■■lr •• now t■k• rar 

granted. o...- d ri nc■ 1 ht be 111a&l•••• but th • .-. v■lu■■ •• cannot 

nd will not ca pr 1 ... 



29 

- Institutional religion aFFir-ma traditional doctrine■• What iF 

I don't agree with some or ell? How can I honestly eFFir-m doctrine• I 

don't agree with? 

Religious bodies tend to formulate their teaching■ , but the■e 

Formulae are never- more than an approximation oF_ whet the FaithFul 

actually believe and the tradition actually aFFirm■• Catechiema look 

precise but in reality are no diFferent From any ■et or propoeitiona 

which attempt to reduce to language Feeling, hope,• vision, an aware

ness of ultimate meaning, which is to say that they ■ugge■t . but do not 

exhaust, point to but· do not circumscribe. 

To be sure some traditions u■e catechiam■ • a Form or loyalty 

oath and exclude or punish anyone who cannot or will not efrirm. In thi ■ 

respect, Judaism has shown remarkable re■traint. There are inForming 

ideas. Religions, after ell, Form around a ■pecial and ■u--pri ■ing 

message, but the tendency haa been to ■tey Pairly loo•• in auch matter■ • 

Synagogues do not require that pro■pective member■ ■ign article■ of 

F ith. Before I we ordained, I••• not required to publically ■PPirm 

my creed. 

- You haven't en wered,my que■tion. How c■n I ■~rirm idea■ I 

don't accept? 

Vou c n•t. You ehouldn't. 

- Are you aeying that Jud■iam h■• no doctrine■? 

That would be impo ible. Every ■ervice include■ Deuteronomy 8:81 

"H r O Israel, the Lord 01.r God, th■ Lard i ■ One." Gad i ■• God i ■ on■• 

w s ugge ting that Jud■i ■m doe■ not require• conr■■■ian or r■ith •• 

t t oF edmi aion and that mar■ weight 1 ■ given in rabbinic thought 

to the matter of duty th■n ta dog••• I'• ■laa ■■ying that I don't look 

on nyone' inability to ■gr■■ ■t • p.-ticul■r o■■nt with• traditional 

th i n to pu h th out th■ door. Th■ ediev■l world ended 
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when people began to say: I will no longer acknowledge another• ■ 

authority over what I read, think or say. In the modern world, et lee■t 

in our part or the modern world, Freedom and autonomy are deemed virtues; 

authority and submission are unacceptable. 

- Then I can believe what I want? 

Who can stop you? But Judaism will continue to hold up and hold 

sacred its special and surprising message~ 

- Isn't that a Form oF domination? 

No, simply the statement that there ie • apecial end sa.rpriaing 

message envolved which you might wish to learn about. Don't make ■ 

dogma out of freedom~ When a religious body h■• the power oF the state 

at its beck and call, that power can be both d■ngerou• and corrupting, 

but when, as in the case oF the American ■ynagogue, the only power it 

possesses is the power oF auggeation and example, then calling it■ Form■ 

coer ~ive is inappropriate. 

- If dogmas eren•t critical why are religion■ 110 bu■y ringing 

. 
doorbells end sending out mia■ionary liter■ta.re? Why can•t they leave 

others alone? 

- I've always been proud Jew■ don•t m■int■in mi■■ion■• 

Two thousand year■ ■go, the Aom■n Empire w■• the ■cene or ■n 

ctive Jewish missionary campaign. It ■nded only when it••• pro■cribed, 

Fter Jews became known ■ troublemaker■ and rebel• bec■u•• or their 

r volt against the Empire, ■nd particularly ■rter Ctri■ti■nity b■c■me 

the imperial religion. A a ■mall minority in both the Chri ■ti■n ■nd 

u 1 m worlda, mi ionary activity w■• rorbidden to the~••• but th.-e i• 

o tr ditional rule forbidding ■uch activity. 

Our religiou id•• ■r• critical to u■ ■nd it'• only n■tLr■l th■t 

w hould a ume that th■y would b■ good ror ath.-■• You qu■■tion 

mi ion ry activity bec■u•• you ■re oanctltlon■d by ■ cult&.r■ which i ■ 

-
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sensitive to eny Form oF coercion. Coercion i• wrong. Using Food or 

gifts or techniques oF emotional manipulation on the poor or the weak ia 

contemptible; but oFfering you-- ideas for consideration certainly cannot 

be faulted. I've often suggested to thoae I thought were aeeking· f'or a 
) 

meaningful faith that they might like to come to our services and talk 

over religious questions with me. 

- But you'd agree that coercion ia wrong. 

Emphatically. 

- Talking about coercion, in Israel the National Religious Party 

has played the power game and gained control For the rabbinate oF the 

administration oF the laws regulating personal atatus. Would yo~ defend 

. 
this approach? Is it a Jewish approach? 

I've already suggested that I disapprove oF thia arrangement. The 

question oF its Jewishness, however, cannot be a■ ea■ily an■wered. 

Rabbinic Judaism shaped itaelF during th centu--iee when the Jewi•h com

munity was selF-governing and assumes as ■ matter of right that, in a 

Jewish state, Jewish law should be enforced. They argue that there mu■t 

be law, end what better law could there be than God'•? Calvin'• Geneva 

. 

and Khomeini's Iran were/are baaed on the ■eme deceptively aimpl ■ and 

medieval logic. The problem i• not that rabbinic regulation■ are nece■-

s rlly unacceptable; in general rabbinic law i• both functional and 

en ible, but that the pre ent arrangement wa impo■ed on the citizenry 

the result oF politician berg ining rather th■n by• democratic 

proce nd, so, doe■ not command th■ legitimacy public law mu t have to 

b FFective in a~~•• eociety. Th■ problem■ of cha..rch- ■tate rel tion

hips re complex one. Look at the pr■■■ure■ in our f.,.. more plurali ■tic 

oci ty for prayer nd Chri ■tm■■ chorale■ in the public achool ■• 

- Why c n't r 11 ion cant■nt it .. lf with ■oment■ of qul■t warahlp? 

Why mu tit intrude it■elr into peapl■'• live■: Sunday Blu■ l ■w■, the 

-
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right-to-life campaig~, Federal aid to parochial schools? 

How can it not involve itself? Religion's special and su--prising 

message envolves the whole of life and so necessarily includes political 

as well as private concerns. If God is just end merciFul, what is more 

natural than to assume that Judaism requires the creation of a _just an~ 

merciful society? The prophets understand this clearly and the Torah 

presents the rules through which holinesa, - as the Israelites understood 

the term, would become part oF the social order: tithing one's field, 

freeing the slave each sabbatical year, just weights end just meeaur·ea, 

a carefully organized · judicial system. 

- But why is religion so oFten on the wrong aide? 

It's not. You notice the politics of a preacher of the activi

ties of e religious body when you disagree. When you agree, you ■ay · 

they're doing what they should be doing. Did it bather you that Reverend 

Martin Luther King led the early atruggle ~or racial Ju■tice ar that 

rabbis like Stephen Wise and my Father led the ■truggle for a Jewiah 

State? 

- You're saying that the church ■nd ynagogue ahauld be in 
• 

poli ti"cs. 

It depends on how you define politic■• Na religiau■ body ought 

to 1·gn itselF with the narrow ambition■ of any politician or political 

p rty; but, when it come to 110ci l policy ■nd th■ qu■■tion■ which in

volv the Future of life an thi ■ earth, ■ r■ligiou■ group mu■t enter 

th politic 1 arena if only to witn■■■ to th■ir conviction■• 

• - Aren't ther Chri tin■ who -au• th■t their tradition 1 ■ 

one oF piety, not politic■? I'v h■-d th .. quot■ IIUCh t■xt■ •• "A■nd■r 

unto C ,- tho thi ■ which-■ C■■■ '• ■nd ta Bod tho■■ thing■ 

h ch belong to Gad" ncl "My lclngda l■ not at' thl ■ world." 

On o th &.rprl •• at' the 1980 flr■■ident1■1 c p■lgn w■■ th■ 
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abandonment by many evangelical groups oF thi• traditional 'Handa oFF' 

attitude towards politics. I've long Felt that those group■ avoided 

politics less because oF these texts then because so many oF America•• 

institutions were shaped by their traditions. Schools are out during 

Christmas and Easter week. Sunday is not a work day. Their attitude 

changed, ~I believe, as they recognized that American liFe, now wonderFully 

pluralistic, no longer supported their values. I was intrigued that .the 

moral maturity focused on the issue oF prayer in the public schools. 

This seemed to be a way to regain control and politic• seemed the only 

way to turn America around their way. 

In the Jewish scheme of things politic• is accepted as an are■ oF 

legitimate religious interest because piety is not treated•• an end in 

• self.- Isaiah heard God say, "Who haa aaked thi ■ oF you to trample my 

cot.rts. • • I cannot endure iniquity alone with the ■olemn •••embly." 

God did not allow Moses to etay quietly in Midian enjoying dome■ticity 

with his wife and sons. The r■bbinat■ la en active profe■■ion, not• 

withdrawal into secluded piety. 

I once visited an old synagogue in Liebon. The wall Pacing the 

entrance door contained perhap■ • dozen slot■, each large enough to re

ceive folding money. A braaa plate above each ■lot bore the nllffle oP • 

service organization: Hachnaaat Kallah, 1100iety Par providing dowrie■ to 

brides; BikkLr Halim, eociety for the care oP the ■ick; Hevrah K■ddi ■h■, 

burial society. The welPare oP the community••• th■ buaine■■ oP th• 

community. No non■en • in thi ■, or ■ny, ■yn■gogue ■bout th■ ■hiPtle■■ 

poor. A rooF over on■'• head ■nd Pood on the t■bl ■ .-. th■ r■ault oP h■rd . 
work and mazzal, good rortune. Th■ people · who wor■hipp■d her■ accepted 

the ide th t today' giver might ••11. be tomorrow'• recipient, they 

poke familiarly or• wheel or rartun■, ■nd thi ■ coa■unity by conviction 

nd necea ity b■c■m■ ■ primary ■nc:1 ■u■t■ining rellowllhip. 

-
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- I want to go back to thi• buaine•• oF prea■ing your view■ on 

others. I was always told: it doesn't matter what you believe ■o long 
; 

as you believe, so why should the religioue care where you belong•• long 

as you belong somewhere? 

We're back to the Fact that every religion Form■ around• 

special end surprising message. Judaiem, Christianity, I ■lam, Buddhi~, 

Leninism, Maoism, Naziism and, yea, the Meanie■ and the People'• Temple, 

each represent a religion, yet, obviou■ly, we would pa&■ quite diF

Ferent judgments on each. Religion i• not good. Religion i• not bad. 

Religion simply is. Everyone i• religiou■ly involved: ■ome with the 

traditional religions oF the Weat; other■ with cult■; other• wit~ 

economic or political ideologie■; other■ with• healer or g....ru. It i ■ 

a matter oF acme consequence which tradition you ■PPiliate with. 

- Doesn't everyone have• right to believe what they w■nt to 

believe? 

You cannot stop ■ peraon ~ram bell ving errant non■en■e, but 

religions impact signi~icantly on their communicant■ ■nd their com

munities and must be Judged by th••• con■■quence■• Pragmatic Judg

ments can be m de, indeed, mu■t be mad■ • A religiou■ tradition like 

ziism, which excite■ the blood lu■t, P■■d■ ■n imperi ■li ■t national 

go, 1 ud • reel t myth, and ubordin■te■ men to• Fuehrer, clearly 

i perniciou. One tradition encourage■ ind■p■nd■nt ■tudy and int■r

p~et tion of it Scripta.re, ■nath■r demand■ total ■ubmi ■■ion to eccl■-

tical uthority. Buddhian ■nca&.rage■ ■acetici- ■nd wlthdr■w■l. 

A erica' civil religion enco&.r■g■■ lnvolve111■nt ■nd 11001 ■1 action. 

Cl ic Chri ti nlty and I ■l 

while other r ligian■, Jud 1 .. 

t■■ah th■ datnn■tion of non-co•munic■nt■ 

ong th .. , h■rp 1••• on th■ them■ that 

God approve only of th■lr ■■-b■rahlp. A r■llglau■ t:r■ditlon like 

Judi which nco1.r •• ■or■l dlaalpllne, 110cl■l Ju■tlc■, th■ cultlv■tion 

-
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of the mind, an individual'• Freedom under God and the tie• oF human 

fellowship, has much to commend it. 

Some years ago the National Advertiaing Council apon■ored • 

campaign to promote religion in American liFe. Billboard■ went up 

emblazoned with the motto: "It matter• not where you go on Sunday, 
1 ju■t 

go." In the background, behind the legend, you could ■ee • dome, a 

. : .,, 

spire and a number oF other identiFiable ecclesia■tical roof line■. In 

point oF Fact, it is a matter oF moment, not only which religion you 

affiliate with, but which group within• religiou■ polity. The religion 

of the Crusaders wee the aame, yet quite . difFerent, from that or 

Francis oF Assisi. Liberal Judei ■m diFFer■ in emph■■i ■ ■nd a■■unption 

from that of the ultra-orthodox in Iarael who hurl ,anathem■■ and ■tone■• 

at those who ride on the Sabbath. 

I decided to teach my group• Hebr■w phr•••• l•'havdil, to di ■-

tinguish. In common speech when omeone uggeat■ that there were dir

ferences in quality or kind between phenomena or the ■-m• order ~hey 

y le'havdil. So the ■entence: Jim Jone■, th• ch.,..i-atic lead.- or 

the nine hundred and ome who drank the cyanide in Jone■town and 

le'havdil Martin Luther King were mini ■ter■ in th• Civil Right■ Mov■-

m nt; or the Joneatown commune and le'havdil an Iar■eli kibbutz repre

ent rural utopian commune. In the religiou■ .-ea one mu■t con■tantly 

m ke le'havdil judgment. 

- I think or Jonestown a■ a cult not• religion. 

It'• a distinction without a ■iFniricant diFFerenc• and r■th.-

r v ling oF e cultural ■que■mi ■hn••• ■bout taking• long h■rd look at 

th ph nomenon which 1 religion. We and our medi ■ tend to re■.-v• th• 

rm r ligion for peopl and tradition■ we approves Chri■ti■nity, 

Judi m, Buddhiam; while cult i ■ re■.-ved For the like■ or th• Mooni••• 

th Church of God and the People'• Temple, ■ctlviti•• or which th■ ■oci■ty 

-
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does not Fully approve. Yet, until the Fatal day when the community 

drank cyanide, the People's Temple remained an accredited member oF the 

Disciples oF Christ, a mainline Protestant denomination. I would sug

gest that the diFFerence between a cult and a religion i• not• di ■-

tinction based on social value, one would hardly call Naziism • cult; 

b ut, rather, a distinction based on intensity and size. Cult■ are am■ll 

g roups oF religious people who are a little hotter about their Faith 

t han ordinary congregations and who Feel that they alone will be re

deemed or that they alone posse■• The Truth. 

Cults have emerged in every religiou■ tradition and in every age. 

Whenever the mainline tradition■ cool down, or wh■nev.,.. the eoci•ty i ■ 

convulsed, cults appear bearing• compelling dream, demanding• tr■n■-

valuation oF values, the kind oF whole-hearted commitment which will 

hasten salvation. Like aun ■pot■, cult• ■ign l an eruption or ■piritu■l 

ener g y: sometimes there are more eruption■ and ■ometime■ le••• but th.-e 

i al ways an outFlow of power From the ■ource. Mot cult■, like Jon■h'• 

gourd , aopear one night and di appear th■ next. Som■ abort. Som■ explode. 

A Few emerge end become mainline religion■• When J■■u• ■nd hi• di ■ciple■ 

w nd r ed bout the Galilee the citizen■ or Tiberi■• di ■mi ■■ed them•• 

b z rre cultists who reFueed to attend to their ramily, civic, and 

bu 1ne - res ponaibilitie out or ■ crazy beliar th■t th• world••• about 

to nd end th tit we imperative that they prep■r■ ror Judgm■nt Day. 

h nth Ph ri ee reru ■d ta ■■t ■t any ath■r t■bl• but one ••t by 

th r own , they, too, were acorn■d •• culti ■t■ wha ■at ritual pi ■ti•• 

bove the norm 1 courte■i • af ho■pit■lity, ■nd ■van th• ti•• af family. 

Cul t ■r not by definition goad or bad. Cult■.-., ■nd, like 

h m nl ne tradition■, mu■t ba Judg■d on th■ir ■ctiviti••• But thi■ 

uch c n be ■id of 11 cult■• Cult paapl■ ■r■ int■n-■ ■nd ■■k■ th■ 

cult ' te ching th unm■di ■t■d foaua or their live■• Ma■t people h■v■ 

-
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a Family liFe and a work liFe aa well as religiou■ intereats. The 

cultist says: 'iF I don't act now it will be too late. I've no time for 

anything else•. A cult member is unlikely to have suFFicient perspective 

on his group to judge its actions. OFten they can be saved From them-
- -

selves only by Forceable deprogramming. Cult• are led by propheta who 

have heard God or seen the light rather than by p■stora who have ·read 

about those who have heard God. 

- You're talking about Fanaticism. 

What one person calls Fanaticism, another label• commendable zeal. 

Cults can be salutary or dangerous, depending on the belieF■ around 

which the group has rallied, the leader who gain• authority, an~ what 

subsequent generations make oF their inheritance; but ■11 ■uffer from 

the dangers which Flow From an excea■ oF zeal. · Jud■iam ha■ not been 

immune to zealous excesa; no religion i ■; but untrammeled zeal ha• never 

been held up as an absolute virtue. The Talmud warn■: do not be 

righteous overmuch. The Torah tradition refu■ed to exalt any radical 

anti-rationalism, the mind waa never to be turned oFF. An often quoted 

line From the book of Proverb■ make■ the point: "only Fool ■ ■corn 

wisdom end discipline?'/" _No ■age argue■ a■ Martin Luther did that "r■■■an 

i the greatest enemy that Faith h■■; it never come■ to th■ ■id of 

piritual things, but more often than not ■truggl•• ■g■in■t the Divine 

Word, treating with contempt all th■t emanated Fram God!'~ In I_..••1 

l erning was a Form of piety ■nd wi ■dam piety' ■ handmaid. 

- Explain to me then why we read th■ Ak■dah ■very Yam Kippa.r. A• 

Ir mem~er the tory, God d■mand■ that Abraham ■■crific■ hi• ■an I-■■cl 

Abr ham ubmit and i ■ clearly prai ■■d far hi ■ action■• Yet, only a ■n 

who had et alder ■■an ■nd goad ■■n■■, not ta ■peak of fatherly Feeling, 

would have ■gre d ta th act. Luther would have been proud of him. I 

wouldn't call Abr h •• re■pon■■ ■n ■ncow-ag■M■nt or critical r■a■an. 

-
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I'm not sure I call his act balanced or sane. 

The Protestant theologian and early exiatentialist, Soren Kierke

gaard, in his classic book, Either/Or, used the Akedah story aa an 

illustration oF his argument that the men oF Feith must be prepared to 
f 

' 
I 

put aside Family Feeling, all normal sense oF morality, when he hear■ 

the commanding voice. Kierkegaard argued that the demands oF Faith 

are unconditional and tha~ the way oF salvation required a total com

mitment to the spirit oF God es it moves within the human soul. The be

liever must be prepared to risk ell: Family, security~ love, position. 

Kierkegaard calls this attitude "a teleological ■uapen■ion oF the 

ethical." There is high drama in bold commitment, but his appro.-ch 

sends shivers down my spine. How doe■ anyone who ia abaolutely con

vinced oF the rightness oF his position know that it i ■ right or to u■e 

symbolic terms, that God, not Satan, h■a apoken to him. 

- Yet, we Feature this story on th■ High Holiday■• 

The Akedah myth aervea the eame Function in Judai ■m •• the myth 

oF the cruciFixion in Chri ■tianity. Chri ■tianity begin■ in the Cro••• 

Christians believe Jesus' death atoned ror Adam'• ■in ■nd, ror the rir■t 

t·me, opened the way oF aelv■tion to th■ believer. Jud■i ■m begin■ with 
' 

' the Akedah. Jew■ believe that Abraham'• loyalty to God'• command, hi ■ 

w llingnea to put hi• beloved ■on to d■■th, e.-ned election, God' ■ 

p c1 1 concern, For Abraham ■nd hi ■ de■cend■nt■ • A ■ Jew■ under■tood 

th - lr history, were it not ror Abr■h■111'• M■rit, their apeci■l ■nd r■demp

t ve me age, the covenant which Bod ■ub■equently m■de with the one who 

h d proved hi F 1th, would not now be ■t th■ center or their live■• 

J w tend to ■mph■ iz the reprieve with which th■ Ak■d■h ■tory conclude■, 

hich i t ken• ymbol or r■de111ptlan. A raM 1• caught by it■ horn■ in 

ne by thick t. I-■■c n■■c:1 nat be ■-crlf'iaed. A w■ll-knawn ralk t■l• 

t 11 th t, rt ■■arlf'la■c:t the r , angel■ g■th ... •d it• horn■ 

-
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and hid them and that they will remain hidden until . the Messiah is about 

to arrive - when those horns will be sounded to announce history's F~l

Fillment. 

- But the story does gloriFy excess. 

Kierkegaard Focused on a critical issue which all religions must 

Face and none can Fully resolve. BelieFs should be acted on, so the in

escapable and never Fully resolvable question, how Fer ■hould you take 

your belieFs? At what point, iF any, must prudence end empathy override 

obedience to the religious commend? You can Find Biblical incidents 

which illustrate Kierkegaard's ~obey et all coat■' position. When Elijah 

saw the people accommodating themselvee to Beal worship, he cried out: 

"How long will you hold between two opinions? If" the Lordi• God Follow 

Him, iF God is God Follow Him"; either/or; Elijah had no patience with 

compromise and in his zeal he ordered the ■laughter of th■ prie■t• of" 

Baal. Moses provides a contrasting example. When the community build• 

the inFamous Golden CalF and dances before it, God pronounce• the 

nation's destruction. God tells Moaea he will raiae up ■ new community 

out oF Moses' own Family. Moaea will not have it. He take■ hi• life in 

hi hand, remember God i• livid with ■nger, ■nd int■rc■d■• with God to 

r strain His anger and to reduce th■ ■■ntenc■ which H■ h■■ pronounced. 

Judi m has and hes had it■ fanatic. Som■ we r■v■r■: J■r■mi■h, Akib■, 

liezer Ben Yehudah. Other we ■r■ J••• c■rt■in of": D■ni■l, Sh■bb■t■i 

Tzvi, the Neturei Kart■• By their deed■ ■h■ll you know them. If our 

• 
F natic have rarely put other to th■ ■word thi ■ ••Yin p■rt b■ ex-

pl ined by the f ct th t mlnoriti■■ ■re r■r■ly in ■ po■itlon to do ao • 
• 

Since power corrupt, bing of• p.-■-cut■d inarlty 1 ■ good for the 

oul. 

- I rememb he lng y r bl that ■t Sln■l the Iar■elite■ 
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trust counted as a virtue. Religion always seems to be gloriFying 

obedience. I want to know what I'm committing myselF to. 

Sinai stands For the original insights. These are the given, the 

axioms, Judaism's special and surprising message. These commandments 

are always pre-nationic. I've always looked on the Sinai eplsode as a 

dramatic statement oF the truth that ultimate truths must be taken on 

Faith, but I also believe that, once these are in place, once there ia a 

basis For thought, reason and experience can and should come into play. 

All religions are based on such Founding truth■. Another diatinction 

among religions is that between those which demand absolute aubmisaion to 

the interpretations oF a central authority and tho■e which welc~me the 

trained and inquisitive mind end auggeat that there ia beneFit in con

stantly re-examining the meaning oF the Founding me■eage. The rabbi ■ 

taught that aFter Moses no one received• revelation which proved hi• 

interpretation oF the meaning oF Torah. A prophet who cl■ima • revela

tion which resolves a debatable i ■aue ie convicted out of hi ■ own mouth 

as a False prophet. The Talmud deacribe■ an academic debate in which 

God sides with the minority and the majority will not change their 

opinions. In Judaism there i ■ no one who•• word■ ■re infallible. The 

Torah tradition Falls into that re-examination category. Jud■i- looked 

on th mind s a divine gift. The daily ■er-vice include■ th• petition, 

"F vor us, 0 Lord, with knowledge, under t■nding ■nd diacer,-■nt. Pr■i■ed 

b You, 0 Lord, gr ciau Giv ar knowl dg■ ." An ■ppro■ch which -■Y• 

"th Sabb th w m d for ■n, not ■n ror th■ S■bb■th" h■• taken ■n 

attitude oF re tr int taw d■ revelation which warn■ th• believer not to 

t the need of h nity • id aut ar za■l ta obey th• latter ar th• 

r vel tion. / 

- We'r b k to th 

En rgy ound • • • 
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religion is not a child's game or childish pageantry, but our gamble that 

our lives have meaning. The resurgence oF powerFul religious energies, 

a nd hence or Fanaticism, has been For manyyone oF the most surprising 

Features or our century. Religion was supposed to be in an advanced 

s tage oF senescence. Yet, this century ha& seen the converaion oF 

h undreds or millions to Communism and Maoism and• powerFul revival oF 
-

t raditional religious groups in the Muslim, Christian and Jewish worlds. 

Nor is this phenomenon limited to backward countries. Here in America 

we have seen Billy Graham draw thousands to Football stadia, an explo■ion 

or cults, 1better red than dead' bumper sticker■, the born-again phenome

non and the rise or evangelism as a political Force. 

Prudent people shun excess and preFer Ari ■tatle'• rule oF the 

Gol den Mean: everything in moderation. Patience wedded to principle; 

but Bertrand Russell, with acme merit, one■ deacribed Ari ■totle'• rule 

as a rationalization devised by and For the r-eapectable middle-aged to 

justiFy caution and compromi e. IF redemption depend■ on ■-criFici■l 

living , can we be satiaFied with the rule of cautiou■ prudence? It' ■• 

puzzlement. 

Re ligion is not good. Religion i ■ not bad. A■ligion i ■• Th■ 

religiou s spirit is inaiatent. The religiou■ly committed are impatient. 

udgment a nd commitment· pull ag■in■t ■■ch other for commend of our 110ul ■• 

-



Chapter 3 

CAN THE LEOPARD CHANGE HIS SPOTS 

As I thought about our first day's conversation I Felt that 

somewhere at the heart of it was an assumption - how widespread I 

couldn't tell y·et - that a person can switch religions as he might turn 

on or off a light switch. They talked as if someone might take a good 

look at Judaism and decide whether to join or go elsewhere, and that 

once that decision was made - to be or not to be - that would be that. 

It's not that simple. Ask any convert, I suggested. Moat will 

testify to a good bit of guilt, cultural awkwardnea■, and e nagging• 

sense of being adrift. We've already talked about, end agreed, how 

much we are what our environment allow■ ua to be. We speak the language 

of our times and native community. We internalize the leaaona the com

munity prescribes, take on the habit• oF our peer■ end, inevitably, are 

haped by their interests. We tend to Feel moat comForteble when we're 

mong people whose reactions end aignela we instinctively under■tend. 

The cultural imprint is deeply etched and change doe■n•t come •••ily. 

- Then do you believe what the Je■uit■ claim - that iF they could 

h v a child during the Fir■t ■ix year■ of life that per■on would belong 

to them Forever? 

That claim may be apocryphal and, anyway, it certainly over■tate■ 

th c se. So doe■ the Biblical provarb: "Train up a child in th■ way he 

hould go end he will follow you the re■t or hi■ life." But nobody 

hould minimize th pow r of co"!ditioning. Whole-hearted convert■ to 

Jud lam have told me, "I c■n't help 11;, I 1111 ■■ Chri~ta•••" or "I checked 

the wrong box at 1 

F 1 more t ham 

. 
t fall'• r.ai ■tr■tian berare Ir ■mb.-ed," or "I ,, ~ 

V y y • .-, but I've never ■tapped expecting th• 
I 

coll ction pl t •" Any change ln r 111.- ••Y• 1• diaaancertlng. It 

41 
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can happ~M as you move From one Jewish community to · enother. A recently 
• 

married man who'd been raised in a traditional congregation and had 

joined his wife's SY,nagogue told me: "I agree intellectually with the 
I 

Aef'orm position but I'll never get used to• woman rabbi." My college 

advisor, probably the most learned Jewish philosopher oF hia day, Harry 

Austryn Wolfson, suffered stomach pains when he First began eating in 

his non-kosher rooming house, and For month■ he never associated the pain 

with his break with childhood custom. 

However disconcerting the thought may be, no one completely 

shakes off the inFluences of home and neighborhood. A peraon can re

nounce citizenship - in his native country or native religion - and 

years later feel himself drawn back. Around every ■ynagogue you'll find 

a cluster oF spiritual rett....rnees - there's even a Familiar name for 

them, ba'alei teshuvah - usually middle-aged men and women who ¥or year■ 

.went their separate ways but eventually Felt a need to come in out of 

the secular cofd. Per-hape you've noticed aa I have that ■ome who 

abandon the Torah tradition For the Chri ■tian go■pel then try to create 

synagogue-type institutions where they can maintain 110me or the familiar 

f'orms as if nothing ha• changed.- The emotional hold of oLr early 

p tterns may explain why many people, in■tinctively and often against 

their sense of fairnea, tend to doubt the authenticity of ■ny canver■ian. 

For it st nee, in Communi ■t Ru■■i ■ ■nd Chin■ children af privileged 

milie are never free from the ■u■picion that they w.-e "c■pit■li ■t 

ro ders," and in our own country bath Jew■ ■nd non-Jew■ label•• ■ Jew 

public figure who had ■ Jewillh background, whether or not th■t p■r■on 

i ctively involved in Jewillh llr.e or even can■ider■ him■■lf ■ J••• 

M rg ret Med once told ■e th■t aimil■r reeling■ tug inc■■-■ntly 

t the emigr nt. N ■d drive■ hi• ■bra■d ■net lan■lin••• drive• hi■ back 

hom. The p • nt wha l ■rt th• aauntry villaa•• ·ar E■■tarn ■nd Sauth.-n 

E o or th P nn■ylv■ni■ aa■l inee ar Ohio ■teel ■111• rled pavarty, 
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but even those who prospered rarely Felt rooted. A considerable number, 

once their children were saFely educated, returned to the old country 

to retire and die in familiar surrounding■• 

In our culture which places ao much emphaai ■ on eelF-determina

tion, we're encouraged to put some distance between ourselve■ and 01.r 

home in order to examine critically our purpose& and loyalties and, ■■ 

the saying goes, 'to Find ourselves•. Moat parent~ encourage their 

children to go away to school or to work out oF town For juet that 

reason. But when you're away you still carry yo&.r home in your aoul. 

We can modiFy our conditioning, but never t=ully deny it. To say, "When 

it's time I'll make up my mind" is to reveal innocence. Your mir,d end 

soul are already caught in· an inviaible but potent web or conditioning. 

Given the psychological and emotional wrench at= conver■ion, I think it' ■ 

wise to examine the possibilitie■ oF one'• native tradition bet=ore 

seeking to exchange it For another. 

- I won't argue about the Force oF conditioning but in my home 

Judaism was a word not• way oF liFe. I could leave without even looking 

back. 

Perhaps you could. For• peraan r■i ■ed in ■ home where Judeiam 

i e nonessential, even iF the Family occ■■ion■lly talked ■bout Iarael 

or g ve perfunctory annual donation■ to the United Jewi ■h Appeal or 

c lled in a rabbi when• daughter married or• grandFath■r died, there' ■ 

prob bly not much ten ion in leaving ■nd ■liding aver into the civil re

l gion or ome other tradition which rerr■ct■ the value■ or hi ■ ha••• 

OF cour e, there' till th matter ar label■ ■nd ar Judging wheth.-

the civil religion• me■-■g ■■ti.rl■■ you deep clown. 

- You y beca lr,g Jawlah a■n ■■le• ■ dirr ... ana■, but I don't••• 

it - not in my ha•• not in the w■y •• llv■• I ■■n •• llv■ nicely ■nd 

w 're dee nt p opl, but ■n aaa■■lanal a■ndl■-lightlng da■.,•t-■ ta 

-
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me to have anything to do with my character or belief■ • 

Given your experience I don't doubt that you find it hard to 

recognize what's really at stake in the religioua enterpri ■e. That' ■ 

why I've made such a point of deFining the emotional needa which make 

us all religious. Your home called itself Jewish, but it treated the 

Torah tradition ritually and institutionally rather than as e matrix of 

redemptive values and you understandably learned to conceive of it ea a 

set oF externals which could be done or not done according to one'• will. 

Your parents thought of religion as - a ■et o~ ideas and in■titution■ out 

there in the synagogue or its many book■ but, in fact, there wa■ more or 

the Torah tradition in your home then you, or they, were conacio~ or. 

I know your parents. They are politically active and politically liberal. 

I suggest that their attitudes toward■ welfare legi ■l■tion and the race 

issue reFlect the value of Jewi ■h communal lire in which they were rai ■ed; 

remember the Lisbon synagogue I told yo~ ■bout and the prophet'• in■i ■tence 

that there is only one hunan family: "Have we all not one Father, ha■ 

not one God created us all?" 

- My parents talk about I..-ael, anti-aemitiam, Soviet Jewry, 

synagogue politics, but never about what they believe. 

The reticence you de■cribe i• rairly wideapread ■1n~ng Jew■, and 

it needs examining, though I don't claim to under■tand it Pully. For 

ome this silence m ska theological doubt■• P■rticul.-ly iP they're 

ctive in the Jewiah community they don't w■nt their lnvolv■fflent or 

judgment questioned on the ground■ th■t •• non-believer■ they're not 

qu lifi d to make deci ion■. For 0th~• it' ■■ que■tlon or 11W1barr■■-ent 

n b lieving what ■om■ my dlaml ■■ •• chlld1ah or ■1 ply not knowing 

wh t word to u • to explain• h■lr-ra ■1 reeling. I c■n•t tell you how 

ny time teen ager■ h ve ■■Iced e ■bout: t:he■- l■a,ea ■net ■dcted1 'My 

rent told me that you'd know.• T ... ~••• ■lllD the ault1r■l ract that 

-



45 . . 

Jews aren't accustomed to making public teatimonies; - we never · confese 

to anyone but God. 

- I went to a Wednesday night service at a local church. From 

time to time people got up and told how they had Found Jesus. I've 

never heard such testimonies at any oF our services, much less in my 

home. 

Jews don't have to prove that they have a right to be part oF 

the congregation. A Jew is a Jew. we ·•ve never Felt compelled to te■tiFy 

to our loyalty. We have never organized public worship to encourage a 

person to make a public witness. 

- But I Found those testimonies moving. 

You'll soon see that institute■ like thi• one, where the con

versation does include testimony ~rom people to whom being Jewish ia -
signiFicant, where there is a warm and in~o~mal Sabbath ■ervice, can be 

eye-openers to the Jew who's not yet alive to being Jewi ■h. I remember 

a camper at another institute who told me he'd never before met anyone 

who too!-i. Judaism seriously. 

- don't know about public te■timonie■ , but I do know that my 
. 

p rents never talked with me about God or ■■ked to hear my prayer■ when 

I was a child. When I went to ervice■ with my Canrirm■tion cl■••• they 

drove me to Temple and arranged to h■v• me picked up ■rterw.,..d■• I'v• 

n ver Figured out why they bothered to ■end me ta religiou■ ■choal. 

To be Jewish i to belong to• community or r■te, only part or 

which i lao a community or r■ith. Peraan■lly they obviau■ly relt little 
. 

n ~ for any diacipline ar worahip, but they ■ant you ta r■ligiau■ ~hoal 

and wer involved with the re■ ttl■ment ar Au■■i■n r■ruge■■ ■nd th■ 

nnu 1 United J wi Appe 1 c-p■ign. Sa• Jew■ b■li■v■ ■nd pr■ctic■ 

minim lly. Other b li ■v■ ■nd pr-aatlae ln nan-tr■dition■l w■y■ , other■ 

>< ctly carding ta th■ tr■dltlon. ~eaple with eny dlrrer■nt r■ith 

• 
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commitments exist in our cortl}nunitiee, but all Jew■ are bound together by 

the exigencies oF history and the shape oF the religion and, conaequently, 

must conrront, at least to some degree, all its inatitutiona, idea■ , and 

traditions. You were sent to religious school, I auapect, becau■e they 

recognized that, though . the Forms oF the religious liFe did not aeem 

essential to them, their interests, attitudes and activitiea derived 

to a large degree From a Jewish cluster oF ideas, hope■ and institution& 

and they wanted you to be exposed to Judaism's well spring of apecial 

and surprising message so that you could and would Fully appreciate it. 

- My home may not be an old-Fashioned home with two ■eta oF 

dishes and my mother doesn't wear a aheitel, but there•• ■ m■zuzah on 

the door and a palpable Jewish atmo■phere. We'v• adopted• Au■■ian 

emigrant Family who celebrate the holidays with u■• My folk• are ■ctiv■ 

in the congregation. They took me to I.-ael for my . Bar Mitzv■h. When 

grandrather died we sat shivah. 

The point is well taken. Other& nodded in agreement•• he ■poke. 

The J wish community shows all the heterogeneity of the larger ■ociety: 

ReFor , , Conservative, Orthodox: aFfiliat■d-unaffili■t■d; active-indifferent: 
. 

le rned-uninFormed; some have model• to pattern them■elve■ after ■nd 

rebel against; other can only gue■■ at what bacoming Jewi ■h involve■ • 

- With such a mixed bag I'm ■1.rpri ■ed that you can ■till ■peak 

oF Jewish community. 

So am I metime. But then conformity ha■ never been a Jewi ■h 

v rtu. Moe led an amalgam of tribe■ , according to tradition, twelve, 

ch independent, yet bound together by where they had been, Egypt, and 

h r they were going, The Pra111i ■ed Land. D1.rlng the c■nta.ry berore 

th Rom n de troyed The T pl■ in J■rue■l ' 
the Jewi■h C unity in-

C ud d Ph ri t dduc ••• •••n••• Thar •• apac■lyptlc■, th■ 

D d Se man t C H ■idl • ■nd y ll■t include■ only tho■• who 

C d ply • •• 1■1 1:. Lat:.- -a•• ln■l■ted 
th t th d T la db dlvl■lon■ had 
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arisen in Israel; but in truth there has never been a time without divi

sion. We're a Fiercely independent lot, you know the . old line, ttwo 

Jews, three opinions', yet, with it all, let there be need and the 

divisions are overlooked and most oF us pull together. 

- Well, then, whet make& a Jew a Jew? 

According to rabbinic law, a Jew is a person born to a Jewish 

mother or one who converts. This narrow deFinition reFlects ancient 

legal practice. The Hebrews, like all the peoples oF the ancient Middle 

East, practiced polygamy, and some rule based on maternal descent was 

required to settle questions oF inheritance and precedence among the 

many sons oF a chieF. In eFFect, . it means that you become a Jew .in 

the same way that anyone becomes an American citizen - by being born to 

parents who are citizens. Beyond this there is conversion, which parallels 

the process oF acquiring citizenship through naturalization. Despite 

its antique Flavor, I rather like the law's matter-of-factneaa; despite 

all our pretensions to being Free spirits, in the Final analysis we are 

in larg measure what our early environment allowa us to be, and mother■ 

have a lot to do with that e_nvironment. 

- I thought we didn't seek converts. 

We did when we were allowed to. The New Testament deecribe■ Jew■ 

who crossed and recroaaed the Mediterranean for that purpo■e. Jews 

ought converts until prohibited to do ■o by Roman ■uthoritie■ deter~ 

m·ned to punish the Jewa for rebellion and, then, after Con■t•n~ine, by 

Chri tian emperors who believed that error had no right to be promul-

9 t d. Until modern time■ it remained un■■fe ■nd potentially ■uicid■l 

For Jews even to uggeat conver ion. IP, dLring th■ Middle Age■ , ■ame

on conv rted to Judei ■m, th• convart ■nd th■ conv■rt■r 1 lf caught, 

w r tortured nd exacut■d. 

- Well 1 th r .-an•t ■ny Jewlllh •l•■lan■rl■■ now. 

-
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Since the Torah Ir-edition does not claim that only Jews will be •• 

allowed into Heaven, there has been no compelling reason to organize a 

missionary program to save souls. But most cities have classes For 

those who come · to a rabbi and say, "We've Found our way to you and went 
} 

to learn more." Every year I convert P!!rhaps a dozen who came and 

studied with me. 

- Get back to the larger issues. Whet really make■ a Jew a Jew? 
' 

OFten 'becoming' Jewish begins with a binding experience which 

motivates us to take Judaism seriously. A student recently told me 

that he loved the songs and chants but had never paid much attention to 

the liturgy - in Fact, he said it bored him .and that he'd learned to 

ignore it - until one day, "a word got through." He didn't know why, 

exactly, but he began to listen and to care. I ■ugge■ted to him that 

Familiar things have the power to bind u■ to them. While I waa at 

Oxford on a sabbatical the Cht.rch oF England introduced a new Book of 

Common Prayer. The newapepera were aoon Full oF letter■ criticizing th■ 

change. Everyone admitted the Familiar old ■ervice w■■ written in• 

1 nguage Englishmen no longer ■peak, but a■ one letter put it: "The 

virtue or the modern idiom cannot take th■ place of word■ who■• ■■■ocia

tion are so much richer than their ....-face meaning■ ," which I tran■lat■ 

to mean "a phrase got through and you•r• taking it away from m■." 

I use the word "binding" to d■■crib■ a particul.- moment or ex

p ri nee that opena up feeling■ ■bout yo1.r r■ligiou■ tradition that . 
you've never had beFore. For many in my generation,•• w■r■ in oLr lat■ 

t na nd eerly twentie 'dt.ring the ■■cond World War, th■ binding ex-

p rience we the 

pri e that a Jewi 

attering r■allty of th■ Death c-p• and/or aLr ■Lr

tat■ co~ld ■c~ually be e■tabll■hed ■g■ln■t ..... ir,gly 

in uperabl odd■• On May 15 1 1948, ~• eta~ 1.-ael praal■l ■d h.- lnd■-

P nd nee, I wa working far the J■willh Ag■nay ■■otrlng a■t.-1■1■ needed 

-
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for the struggle against invading Arab armies, end•• the new■ oF 

independence flashed over the air my eye& ~louded up, ell doubts were 

swept aside and Jacob's phrase croaaed my mind: "Surely God i ■ in thi ■ 

place, and I knew it not.'' 

A binding experi_ence ia by definition en emotional moment, but, 

to get back to the question of public testimonies, it'• to the ever

lasting credit of our religious leader■ that they were unwilling to 

focus Judaism on feeling alone, or to orchestrate the religious liFe 

so that it tried to take advantage oF people's auaceptibiliti••• The 

synagogue rarely took on the circua aspect oF a reviveli ■t tent meeting. 

Deep in our culture lie■ a profound di ■tru■t oF Feeling cut loo•• rrom 

its moorings in a defining tradition. Judei ■m take■■ patient approach: 

schooling, as well as experience;• Fixed liturgy•• well•• prayer■ 

spoken es the spirit movea us. The que■tian i ■ not whether you will 

feel happier as a religious Jew but whether yo.....- involvement with the 

Torah tradition will help you lead• mare coherent ■nd ethically ■en■i

tive life. 

Whether native-born ar convert, one develop■■ J■wiah identity 

in much the same way: through• proc••• th■t combine■ reeling, knowledge 

and familiarity. To the que■tion, where i ■ God,• --.a• ■new■r■d: "Wh.-ever 

man lets him in." When I'm ■■Iced, how c■n I com■ ■live••• Jew, how 

can I have a lively faith, I ■n■wer-1 "Light Ch■nulc■h light■ ■nd S■bb■th 

candles, sing H■tikv■h ■nd J■ru■■l■111 the Balden, Jain in th■ ■yn■gagu■ 

wor hip, work in the Jewi ■h community. Giv• it ■ ah■nce. Open yaur■-lr 

up to it." Don't it in ■■rvic■■ daring th■ u■ic and ward■ ta·g■t through 

to you; envalve your elr in the ao ■nt. L■t 1, a_.ry you ■long. 

- I tried. I w■nt ■nd nothing happened. 

Try again. Th■ rir■t ti• you•r• ■ 81:r■ngr. ■lncllng tend■ ta 

ccompeny f mill rity. 

---- - . _ _,__ ______ _ __ ,.. ·- - - ~-------------· ---- --- --·--- -
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- I thought those moment■ hi~ you like a bolt out or the blue. 

They sometimes do or seem to. But, . more orten, I suspect, we 

simply Find that the familiar hea become pert _of u•~ 

- I've had a bolt out oF the blue experie~ce. It happened to me 

at t he Well. It wee dark. There we& Juat enough sun leFt to bring out 

the golden glow in Jerusalem'• stone. A Few old Jew■ were praying. I 

don 't know what happened, but suddenly I felt that the whole oF Jewiah 

history was alive For me. 

Moses had a similar experience when he unexpectedly came acroa■ 

the Burning Bush end heard the commanding voice that tranllfformed hi ■ 

liFe. But unlike some other religion• Judai ■m nev.,... made thi ■ kind oF 

transForming experience a requirement oF belonging. We don't accept ■ 

conver t s imply because he testifies that he ha■ ■een the Jewi ■h light; 

the right re l igion doe■n't suddenly hi~ you over the head; ror conver■ion 

to be a Full experience the convert muet ~eel a t home and comfortable 

with the patterns end attitude■ oF hi ■ new community; ■nd what' ■ true 

For the convert is equally true for the home born. 

- I thought Bar Mitzvah w■■ the occa■ion when you became• Jew. 

A Jew is a Jew from birth and remain■ . • Jew unl••• he become■ ■n 

po tate. Ber Mitzvah ■nd Bat Mitzv■h .-e rite■ of' pa■■■ge. Ev~y 

ociety has s ome te tor perf'ormanc■ which ■ignif'ie■ th■ end of' child-
. 

hood and edmi a ion into the adult community and to adult r■■pon■ibiliti••• 

Young Indi n brave wer ent out to ■u-viv■ in the f'or■■t. Engll■h 

quir knel t before th ■word they would wield•• knight■ ■nd had ta 

prov their kill with it • . &aciety _ reve■l• ■ goo~ d■■l ■bout it■ pri

oritie in i t choic . of'• rii■ of' p■•-■a~• .. Th~ your,g Jaw 1 ■ a■ked ta 

m t r por t ion of' th■ Tar■h. H • you h■v■ th■ 

th mind tr i ned Juda ent ln working a aw- d■al ■ion■, which h■ve 

ch r ct riz d th rabbinic ■di ian. 
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- I'm still not convinced by your ba■ic the■i• about the diF

Ficulty oF conversion. People do convert. 

I remember one convert: liberal, well-read, aure that her nominal 

Christian upbringing was no impediment to a Full partnership in the 

Jewish liFe oF her Future husband. She told me beFor~ her conver■ion: 

"I never went to Sunday School. ~y Family aren~t Church Folk■• I .' ve 

always believed in God but never in the Chri ■t myth. So I have no 

theological problems at all with becoming Jewi ■h." Some years later ■he 

came end asked me to deconvert her. I told her that no such ceremony 

exists. Besides, it wouldn't be my place to organize one. But we 

kept talking, in part because ahe we■ ao determined that I underatand 

her Feelings: "I don't want to become • Chri ■tian. • I don't believe in 

the Cross. But I Find I can't give up Ea■ter and Chri ■tm■■ and ■omehow 

I f'eel disloyal to my parent■." The call of th■ cradle faith i ■ a 

compelling, oFten an unyieiding, ■ummon■• 

Conditioning aFFecta u■ in many way. There are Jew■ who have · 

given up Formal aFFiliation but who take ■n active inter■■t in I.-ael 

or who simply can't let go of the Jewi ■h "probl••"• An old Stalini ■t, 

I aac Deutscher, called hi ■ autobiography Th■ Non-J■wi ■h Jew. A■■ 

young m n he had renounced the ■ynagogu■ ■nd converted to Com■unia111, but 

obviou ly he still thought of him■■lf •• ■ Jew ■net r■ffl■ined fiercely 
I 

pr ud oF being heir to• tradition of prophetic outrage ■t inJu■tiae. I 

h ve a philo opher friend who' ■■ conflr ed ■th■l ■t ■net• tlr■l••• re-

l giou explorer; h go■■ che■rrully ta ■■rvla■■ ln lnc:ll■n t .. pl■• ■ncl 

Shinto hrine but he h■■n't been ln■lde ■ ayn■gagu■ ■lno■ hl■ B■r 

Mitzvah. H 

p ned tot k hi ■ 

~oundly involv d with th■ 

It' hard to 1 t a. 

1 

clown, but h• Ju■t h■p-. 

• ••• or 1--■■l. 
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' 
- And they won't let you go. I •m alw■ye arg~i_ng with my roommate 

who insists that public Figures like Willi•~ Simon and Caeper Weinberg 

a re Jews. I tell he~ th~y converted year• ago, but ■he come■ right 

back to their Jewishne■a. 

One reason the leopard can't change hi• ■pot■ i• that• leopard 

is expected. to have spots. In 1492 the ·long Chri ■tian cru■ade to re

conquer Spain From the Moore Finally ■ucceeded; ■nd that ••me year 

Ferdinand and Isabella,•• ruler■ oF a united and Catholic Spain, gave 

thei r Jews the cruel choice oF baptism or death. Tho■e Jews who allowed 

themselves to be sprinkled with holy water Found they weren't accepted 

as Christians; they were celled New Chriatian■ and treated a■ out■ider■, 

a pr actice that la■ted For at lea■t three centurie■ during which the 

Feith oF these Familiee was regularly and rigorou■ly reviewed by the 

Inquisition. In Nazi Germany the children or• Luth.,..en rather and hi• 

pious wiFe were claesiried •• Jew• ir two or t heir grandp.,..ent• h■d been 

Jew. A Jewish boy and a Chri ■tian boy might be cl■■■mate■ in Berlin 

11 through the 1920 1 but Germany•• political myth■ would have •••n to 

it that i n the 1930' one would become a victim and ~h• oth■r, willingly· 

or p i vely, • aupporter or hi• murderer■ • In th■ Soviet Union today 

d c nd n t a oF Jewiah hero■■ or th■ revolution remain Jew■ by nationality, 

h tev r the fervor or their ■ll■gi■nc■ to th■ Co■ uni ■t Party, ■nd 

i er ingly, aa th Soviet■ woo th■ Arab world, Jew■ ar■ ■■de to ■urrar 

rom ducati on■l nd Job r■■triction■ 1 Jewlah enroll■ent in ftu■■i■ '• 

un v r iti e h b n ■■ver■ly r■■tricted, ■nd care.-■ in dlplo■acy, the 

oF~ Cr r nk or th •Y• ■nd in advanced phy■ia■ .-e al.a■-d ta th-. 

- But 11 th■t' ■ out th e. H.-■ ln Arla■ lt' ■ dlrr.-ent. 

- Wh t bout • 1 ■1 ha■ le■■ con■--

qu nc h r but it •• •••• 
Lik i t or t, h 
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role in the religious myth■ of .~uslim• and Chri•~iana, end the prejudice■ 

bred by these myths ere projected on . to all _Jews,. including those who 

no longer consider themselves Jewish. To orthodox Christians Jew■ are 

the once-chosen people who proved deaf= and blind to the new Truth end so 

were abandoned by God; many add to thi• "proof" of= Jewish ■hart-sightedness. 

The myth that the Roman governor gave the Jewa the choice of= Freeing• 

murderer and oF Freeing Jesus, and the Jews chose to Free Barabbea. The 

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

oF contempt'' whose basic thesis was that God had not only abandoned the 

Jews but sentenced them to wander ceasele■aly •• outc■at■ and pariah■. 

~illions were teught that to treat the Jew as equal or well born would 

be en ect oF rebellion against God. Over time thia myth generated ■ome 

imaginative, always negative, images: the wandering Jew, the Chri ■t

killer, a people set aside by God for puni ■hment; Shylock, the omnipresent 

subversive, the Jew as Communist or Cepitaliat, the ■ecret cabinet or 

the Elders of Zion. Even in this "enlightened" age, ■nti-•emiti ■m remain• 

a major element in the racist attitude■ or the Weat. 

Islam has its own anti-Jewish myth• which, unrortunately, today . 
. 

are in full cry, Fed by a powerrul reaction to weaternization, Mu■lim 

imper~alism and frustration that Arab armi•• have not been able to 

de troy the State of I ■reel. Mohammed at rir■t had great hope■ that the 

Jew• of Arabia would aecep~ hi• l ■aderahip. When they didn't, h• ta.rn■d 

the word of Ialam ■g■in■t them and ordered that Jew■ be rooted out or 

Ar bia. A number or hi• ■nti-Jewi ■h rulmination■ were en■hrined in the 

~oran. I lam •• the Jew■•• po■••••ing • botched var.ion or revelation, 

de cendant or th rir■t people to reru■• Bad'• •••aage. In Mu■ll• 

countrie, though not in Arabi■ wh.-e ta thl■ day Jew■ ■r-■ nat allowed 

to ettle, the J w exl ■ted an talar■na■ ■nd r ■ln■d ■n aut■ld.- wha had 

tower di ti ui ■hi'1a cloth■■ aa ra11:ttru1 Muell• would be r lndad ar 
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his diFFerence and that his presence we•• privi·lege, not• right. 

The persistence oF such mythic identification can hardly be 

exaggerated. In a recent poll ninety percent or the r~•pondente identi

Fied Karl Marx es a Jew. The identiFice~ion die■ herd. When the OxFord 

dictionary was revised e Few year& ego the ed~tor■ refused to remove 

From the entry, 'Jew', e deFinition that reed, 'one who cheat■ by ■harp 

business practices'. 

- Whf? 

On the grounds that this usage wee common. 

- What can we do about enti-■emitiam? 

UnFortunately, very little. Prejudice■ ■re not amenable to rea■on. 

Worse, those who are persecuted ere often half-convinced by their per

secutors that they are at Fault. 

I got the question I expected: 

- Well, aren't we? Nobody likes people who feel ■uperior. Haven't 

we claimed to be a Choaen People? 

The problem is not• theological the■i ■ but th• ■imple fact that 

human beings seem to have ■ low tolerance for difference■ . I ■uppo■e 

this attitude goes beck to aome primitive ■1.rviv■l mech■ni .... Anim•l• 

protect their own again t ■tr■nger■• Tho■• who Ju■tiry their prejudice■ 

by claiming that Jew are arrogant ■bout• ■p■ci■l r■l■tion■hip with Gad 

re oFten preci ely tho■■ who claim that Chri ■ti■n■ ■r■ th■ New I.-■■l, 

peci lly belov d of God, and that only they will be .. v■d. 

- Ye, but thi ■ Cho en People id■■ invite■ ■tt■akl it ac,und■ _, 

rrogent. 

concept i 

d fin 

not r c 

t~• Cha■■n People th 

1 an. Th■ 1 le 

n op n community. A J l ■ • J 

nd th conv 'W!Pll• r 

• •• cl■■r'.'lY •• •• c■n. 

.aaalrlc1 th■ J■wlah co 

The 

unity 

or ~lrt:h or conv.-■lon, 

• The lbllc■l 



f 

tradition emphasized that Ruth, a canve~t, .wa~. dee~•d . warthy of= being 

the great-gran~mother of King David end, by int=erence, a direct anceator 

of the Messiah. 

The Torah tradition never claim• that Jew• ~re biologically 

-
superior. Abraham was a semi-nomad ~f no par~~cular nobility. Those 

whom Moses led out oF Egypt are described aa an asaF■uF, an undistin

g uished notley. The Bible is innocent of the sort of myth common among 

9ncient peoples, that they or their kings were descendant■ of the god■. 

~hen he brought a harvest offering to The Temple, the -Iaraelite defined 

hi s ancestry simply: "A wand~ring Aramean was my Father." 

If some Jews have felt themselves genetically auperior, they could 

not find support in the tradition, and ■uch rare diaplay■ of chauvini ■m 
. . 

simply testify to the fact that Jew■, too, are human; the more the out

side world derided the Jew the more pride became• nece■■■ry ■urviv■l 

mechanism. If there was pride of community, it w■■ baaed not on gene■ 

but on the quality of Jewish life. Ea■tern Ea.rope■n Jew■ were•• im

poveri shed as the illiterate peasant• who aubjected them to daily 

humiliation, but they were literate and even the loc■l nobility depended · 

on Jews to treat their illneaaea, manage their e■t■t■■ ■nd keep their 

books . In such an environment it i ■ not ■urpri ■ing th■t Jew■ often 

flt contempt for · their neighbor■ ■nd th■t Goy, or~gin■lly • Hebrew word, 

which denotes without any pejorative 00nnat■ti0n ■ nation or• people, 

b cm a put down t~rm. But ■uch f■■ling■ ww-■ not aupport■d by th■ 

r ligious tradition. Th• Tor■h tradition never cl■im■d that th■ fol

lower of oth r religion were damned or ■ncour■g■d J■w■ to tr■■t non-. 
J w with contempt. 

- Wh t about the Ar■b in Iar■■l? Aren't th■y tr■■ted •• ■■cond-

cl ci t i zen? 

Yea nd no. Th• ltu~tior:, ~• not lde•~- ■nd, t:a ■ large dagr■■, 

er t ~ by curity problem■, b111t th.,.• .-a Arab ■■IIID--■ ar the K■n■■■■t, 
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Arab-owned and ru~ newspapers, and A~ab proFe■aor• . ~nd atudent■ at the 

Hebrew University. Incidentally, Jews do no~ enjoy, and have never 

enjoyed, comparable rights in any Arab ■tate· . Israel'• police force 

protect mosques and Muslim holy place■ from any attack by Fanatic■, and 

many Jewish Israelis are among those who are pushing For the maximum 

relaxation oF these emergency measures as consonant with national aecur-ity. 

The signiFicant point is that Isr-ael's restrictions ere temporary measures 

and are not justiFied by anyone on a religioua baei ■ . Iaraelie ~enerally 

accept the Biblical injunction, "Zion must be established in ju■tice" 

and they know that God's justice ia not reserved only to them. 

- Jews do Feel different. I know I do. 

I do, too. I once wrote A History of Judaiam, and ■omeone a■ked 

why I had bothered. Part oF my anawer touched the intrin■ic Fa■cin■tion 

oF our history. We are a long-lived peopl ■ who have been around almo■t 

as long as the Chinese and longer than anybody el•• in the We■tern world. 

We've not only been around, we've been highly vi ■ible. It' ■ been ■aid, 

"Jews are like everyone el ■e, only mor■ ■o." It'• the "more 110" that 

makes us inter-eating. Even people who don't like u■ admit o&.r igniri

cance. Indeed, scholar who ■earch ror the root■ or prejudice eg■in■t 

us ometimes argue that anti-■emiti ■m i ■ rooted in je■lou■y of Jewi ■h 

nergies and abifitiea. 

- I don't want to Feel dirrerent. Di ■t■nc• breed■ mi ■under■t■nd-

It al o make civilization po■■ibl■• The value or ■ plur■li ■tic 

oci ty i th t. no et or value■ can ever harden an th• ■oaiety. So■■ane 

alw ya challenging wh t other■••--• ta be abviou■ ■net which, in r■ct, 

• not obviou at 11 but ■imply, 111ar. A■ the ~r■nah ■■ya Viv• 1 ■ 

diFF r-ence; differ nc kept ■ ao■ unity rro developing tired blood. 

- But ur ly you'd agr■■ that: t:hw-■'• na vlrtu■ in dlrr■r■na■■ 

-
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For the sake oF being diFFerent. Groupe li~e Here Kri ■hn■ leave me cold. 

They seem to make a virtue oF be~ng Fer out. 

SigniFicance by all means. The special end •~pri ■ing meesage 

or a cult may be special and surprising and unhelpFul. Think oF those 
,. 

millenalian cults who are certain the world will end on• particular day. 

- Or those Jews who think that Jewish signiFicence reate in the 

marks or diFrerence - side curla and the dietary lawa. 

Oon't judge too quickly. Moat traditional Jews know that these 

disciplines are signs oF obedience to a covenant whose value■ aFfect 

everything they do. The beginning oF the Jew's diatinction ie to be 

located not in biology but in the acceptance oF the Commandment• end the 

Covenant. At Sinai Iarael did not accept God. God doe• not need 

acceptance; rather, God oFFered Israel a covenant, ■nd Iar■el accepted 

its terms. I like Abraham Heschel'• phr■■e: "God gave Hi• word to 

Israel, and Israel gave it• word of honor to God." Sinai involved a 

transForming commitment. Whether we accept the traditional description 

or a popular acclamation then end there of the whole Torah,· or under■tand 

t he Torah as a compilation oF Divine In■truction given ■t v■riou• time• 

nd p laces over many centurie•, whether the Jew■ were cho■en by God ror 

Hi own reasons, as tradition l theology ha■ it, or whether they cha■• 

to rve God, as human! t y, no one denie■ that Jew■, I ■r■el, 0■111e to 

1 cho en and obligated to a ■en■• or mi ■■ion and a ■p110ial rol■ and 

th t thee ~elk et out on a di ■tinctive road which they and their g■n■ra

ion h ve Followed ever inc■• Sinai i ■ J■willh ■horthand ror th■ moment 

oF choice nd being cha ■n, when th■ Covenant wa■ proclai••~ ■nd arrirm■d, 

wh n I el took to it ■lr it■ "ap■cl■l ■nc:1 arpri■lng ward.'' Sinai 

ymbolize the critic 1 moment wh■n th■ tribe■ a■■■■d ta _b■ ■-ong th■ 

nonymou cl n or bl k-t■nt■d b■dauln ■haph■rd■ who .r■ng■d ■ara■■ 

th F rtile Cr nt nd baa-•• people , ■1 n1r1a■na• 1:o th ••lv■■ 
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and to civilization. 

I rejoice in this sense oF significance. • I wouldn't like to Feel 

that I am part oF a community oF human Fl~taam being toaaed about on a 

restless ocean, to use some modern jargo~. The Chosen People concept 

draws together this special sense oF duty and raises a people's con

s ciousness of its potential. 

- I belong to a Reconstructionist congregation. Our prayer book 

no longer includes the ph~ase, "We praise You O Lord our God who cho■e 

us from among all peoples." Our rabbi says it smack■ oF national arro-

gance. 

I'm not particularly troubled by such traditional phra■es becauae 

they say to me simply, 'be grateFul ·that you belong to a people who 

sensed a special duty and set out to do it.• My children u■ed to aay ta 

me: why can't we do this or that, our Friend■' parent■ allow them to; my 

answe r was always, each Family must ■et lta o wn atand■rd■. The rabbi• 

often warned: don't follow the mob when t hey ■re up to no good. I've 

disco v ered through experience that• Family or a community who■• member■ 

feel a s pecial obligation to their Family name, what th■ French c■11· 

noblesse oblige, often have an extraordinary impact on their time■• For 

even g eneration• scholar deacend■nt■ or Maimonide■ were n■m■d to be 

the relig ious head oF Egypt' ■ J■wiah communiti••• I don't m■■n th■t 

11 Jews have been good, ■aintly, or nece■■■rily conaciou■ or ■ny high 

obligation; far from it. I jut fini ■hed reading _ ■ book entitled, 

The Alee a nd Fall of the American J■wi ■h G■ng■ter. Nor do I ■ugge■t 

th t 11 Jew have been creetiv■ or wi ■e. We've had our raal ■ and all" 
. 

n tic . I do mean thet •••people we h■v■ int■rn■liz■d • -■n•• a, 

hi toric purpo e and con equ■ntly apun out• r■m■rk■bly h■■lthy ■net 

ennobling p■tt n ar hLn■n r■l■tianahip■ ■nd that ■■ny in ■v■ry g■n.,-■-

tion h■v relt ncoar■g■d and ■nnobl■d by thi ■ ■en■■ or ■p■ci■ln•••• 

-
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Sociologists oFte~ ·use a ~heoretical concept they call anomie. 

The word comes From the same root as anonymous and describes the Fact 

that a stranger will act less circumspectly than. a person who might be 

recognized. People act diFFerently in a mob than at a Family outing. 
I 

The Ku Klux Klan is a menacing presence because those who hide behind 

masks can commit violence without being recognized a& the town banker 

or garage man. To be known is to Feel compelled to live up to our public 

roles. As a Chosen People, Jews could never lat down because God was 

always watching them and because the choice was not an oFF-handed one but 

a serious commitment to a demanding set oF commandment■. Had Jewa not 

accepted the Torah, God's choice would have gone to some other nation. 

·Prophets like Amos end Hosea raiaed the possibility that, iF the people 

continued to deFault on their duties, God would divorce them and choose 

another. 

Lika a capable student whose capacit~ is recogniz■d, more wa■ 

demanded oF the Jew and top grades were harder to come by. Th■y heard 

God saying: '1 didn't raise you up to be ordinary•. Being cho■en mean■ 

that Israel is subjected to more, not le■■ , rigorou■ ■tandard■ than 

other peoples. Covenant thinking center■ on extra dutie■ rather than 

special Favors. The prophet Amo■ laid it out: "You ■pecially have I 

known among the people• of the earth, th■reror■ will I vi ■it upon you 

11 your i niqui tiea. '' 

- That' pretty hard to take. Whan my parent■ ■poke that way to . 
me, I alwey■ Felt uncomfortable. I wanted to ■-y, 'why ■u■t I be 

diFFerent?1 
. 

It' dem nding, ab■olutely. Anybody who want■ ta be lefWt ■lon■ to 

njoy hia backyard nd a beer c t■lnly .w■nt■ no p tor ■ ■peal■l 

de tiny who• demand■ pull hi •••Y rr 

There' • choic w ■11 u■t 
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on the one hand and what I call an LCD, Lea■t Common Denominator, life 

on the other. 

I tried to give them a bit oF history about concept oF covenant 

(berit) to help clear up the idea oF election. T~~ covenant idea aeem■ 

to have been taken over. From • ·Form oF Feudal relationship common in the 

ancient Middle East. When a ~ing conquered another city-etate, a covenant 

treaty was written which set out the terms oF the new ma■ter-vaasal re

lationship. This document announced the victor'• power, atipulated the 

duties and taxes he would expect oF hi• new va■a■l, promi ■ed his protec

tion so long es these stipulations were FaithFully abided and ■tipul■tad 

various punishments which would occur ahould either party renege~ The 

victor set the terms, but the covenant we■ not in eFFect until the· va•••l 

accepted them. 

According to the Torah, God'• Firat covenant with I.,.a•l w■■ 

announced to Abraham; it was e ■imple document of Fealty, promi ■e, and 

protection. The later Sinai covenant contained all the rule■. The .Torah 

goes on at length about its proclamation. It■ term■ were announced on 

the mountain oF revelation by the King or King■ and there acclaimed 

by Israel, His servant■, For their day ■net ror all time. So important 

were the covenanted commandment■'■nd th• ract of thi ■ new relation■hip 
articles 

that the/ were sealed in blood. The rite or circunci ■ion, the taking or 

a drop oF blood From every male inrant ••• decl.-ed to be ■n ■ct of 

nrollment in thi covenant relation■hip. Som■ b■liev■ th■t on■ of th■ 

mot important ceremonie■ in ancient I.-a■l ••• ■ covenant renewal 

r tuel et which th term■ oft~• rul ■ ~--• read a~t ■nd th■ tribal 

ch F eccl im d thi ■ fund-■nt■l ch.-t■r. Till . thi ■ d■y th■ public . 

r ding or the Torah in th■ •Yn■saaau■ , which .1• ■r.t■r ■11 ■i ply th■ 

coven nt document, l ■ t■k n •• • ~lla re■rflra■tlan ar th■ ■acept■nc■ 

or th berlt. 
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The covenant was a living rela~ionah~p, not ■imply• text. It 

deFined what God expected of Israel and listed the ~ewerd■ oF loyalty: 

the holy land, rain in its season, pr~geny, se~urity For the nation end 

the penalties For disobedience: exile, ~rought, the ba~ren womb and ' • 

deFeat. Here, it says, is the command you can Fulfill. Here ia the way 

that permits spiritual end moral growth. Here ie the way which will 

please God and bring redemption. You live in an orderly note capricious 

world. 

Covenant thinking colors all Jewish thought. It is Iarael'• 

charter, and it is also Israel's promiae oF salvation. Iarael perForm■• 

God protects. "IF you are willing and obedient, you shall enjoy .the 

good things oF the earth.'' Judaism conceive• oF the covenant •• regu

lated by a God who is long-auFFering and patient and who understand■ 

that it is not easy For the people to meet it■ term■• Yet, election 

~rings with it the danger o~ di ■mi ■■al. The covenant rel■tion■hip could 

be ended iF Israel were to contemptuou■ly turn it■ back on the•• obliga

tions. "IF you refuse and rebel, you ■hall be devoured by the ■word." 

I reel remains a Chosen People only _ ■■ long a■ it remain■ • choo■ing 

people. 

- But why I ■el? 

At First no one a ked why. A chi.ld doe■ not ■Ilk why he i• born 

into a particular Family. We accept wh■t •• find. Later it••• ■ug

ge ted that Israel had been cho■en preci .. ly b■c■u•~ ■he••• the l ■■■t 

di tingui hed oF nation■: •if God t:=ould take the l!ll■■t likely, Deuter-

onomy y, and rai • them on high, what.could He not ■ccompli ■h? 

- It would •••m to be• lot ■a■ier ta ■tay undi ■tingui■hed. I 

try to sty out of my bo '• way. 

1 zine 

No religiou■ vi ■ion i ■ worthwh11■ if it dae■n•t lift u■ out of 

■nd compromi••• Ju■t after World War- II Jaahu■ Loth Liebman 

-

' \ 
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wrote a perceptive little book, Peace o~ Mind, which presented the 

c alming and comForting beneFits oF religion and quickly became a beat-

s eller. I've sensed the Feeling oF well-being that come• when I'm sure 

I'm doing what's right; but I've also Found Judaism more than a bit un

s ettling;even when I'm conFident about what I'm doing, there i• that 
not 

s ense that I could be doing more. The covenant is/simply a list oF do' ■ 

a nd don'ts but a reminder oF a range oF duties which cannot be etipu

leted and can never be Fully met. The tradition calla these liFneh 

v'liFnim meshurat ha-din, above and beyond what is apeciFied. The extra 

time spent with someone who is Frightened or disturbed, volunteering 

For some service when no one else will ■tep Forward, testing a vaccine 

on yourselF ~hen there is no other way to prove ita eFFicacy. 

- All oF this sounds as iF God cared about nobody but Iarael. 

Not et all. God cares how all nation& ■ct. There wa■ a covenant 

For Israel and one For all mankind; indeed, the covenant with Noah, 

which is the universal covenant, preceded Israel'•• It■ rules were 

general, the prohibition oF idolatry, blasphemy, murder, adultery, rob

bery e nd cannibalism and the mandate to e■tabli ■h cour~• oF ju■tice; but 

the sen s e oF duty and the promiae oF reward were no le■■ real. The 

. 
J wish tradition aya that God la the God oF all man, that we ■re all 

d cend a nts oF common procreation■, that Heaven i ■ open to any ■nd all 

ho de e rve it, th t God'• in■truction■ are to be ■h■red, and that Hi■ 

promi eat the End oF Daye i ■ For all peopl••~ 

F urthermore, the Jewi h community 1 ■ ■n _op•~ community. Anybody 

c n . jo n . Our tradition i not raci ■t like :th■t ~F the Athenian■ who, 

or 1 their philoeophy, never outgrew the Feeling that all non-

Ath ns were barbarian, le ■er breed■ , and who routinely· denied citi-

n hip r i ghts to all alien■ . 

- I thought you aid that conver■ion ••• next ta lmpa■■ibla. 

-
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I suggested that conversion wa■ a l~r,g, hard road. The convert 

has to translate en intellectual or emotional decision into a pattern 

oF li Fe which can come to seem .natural only with time and practice. 

A year ego a lady came to talk. I had give~_her inatruction twenty 

years beFore. "You know," she said, ''I've never doubted it wa■ the right 

decisi on, but only in the last montha · have I really looked on the syna

gogue as my religious home." 

- Why ere Jews accused of being clanni ■h? 

I suspect for no better reason than that our accuaer■ are unable 

to und erstand why we should want to continue a■ Jews. Substitute "cloae 

ties" For "clannish" and you raiae up one otr Judaism'• moat attractive 

Feature s . Close families support each other in time of' cri ■i ■• I Find 

it onl y natural that I must do all I can f'or Jew■ in the Soviet Union 

or Latin America. I was puzzled when Chri ■ti■n• turned• cold ■houlder 

to the s uFfering of fellow Chri ■tian i n Lebanon and the Sudan. In ■ 

cruel wor l d, I don't want to feel beref't and alone. 

Protest came from another direction. 

- I can appreciate the importance of'• ••n•• of election, b~t 

the rules bother me. I want to be Fr■■, not controlled by rul••• I 

don't want my creativity tifled or my ■pirit broken. 

God s igns Himself: ''I am the Lord, yol.lf"" Gad, Who brought you out 

o th land of Egypt, out of the hou■e of' bondage." Freedom i ■ th■ ori

n l virtue, Among the Iar■■lit•• ■ curiou■ ritual dramatized th■ 

mp r tive of freedom; there w■• • law th■t on th■ ■abbatical y■■r Hebrew 

1 v were t o be freed: A lave who pr■f'■rr■d th■ ■h■bby ■■curity of' 

rm ining om body el••' re pan ibility ta th■ chall■ng■ of' f'r■■dom had 

h r lobe pierced a • ign that hi ■ h■■ring mu■t b■ .d■f'■ctiv■ ■inc■ 

h omehow h a dn't heard God procl■im th■ law of' r■l ■a■■• Th■ H■br■w■ had 

b n 1 v nd memory oF th• brutality they h■d ■nc:kr■d kept f'r■llhl 

-
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each Passover th~ Seder service . has u■ ~11 . aay: "We were ■lave■ to 
. 

Pharoah in Egypt." Knowing what it mean• to be beaten and degraded Jews 

have a special obligation to help restore others to their Freedom and to 

treat others with dignity. 

Heine, I think it was, who said, "Freedom speaks with a Hebrew 

accent.'' The Jewish spirit does not rest easily within any coercive 

sys.tems. Czarist Aussie held the Jew at arm's length because our 

presence suggested the i'llegitimacy oF autocracy. Hitler's pathological 

hate oF the Jew was Fueled in part because our very existence suggested 

all those values which oppose submission to any Fuehrer. 

- But there is so much law. 

Freedom without law is anarchy. The ex-slave■ were a conFu■ed 

rabble until they accepted the covenant. Law permit■ freedom. The 

Israelites did not become sainta overnight; but, a■ they learned to live 

under the law, they began to act with some deg~•• of re■pon■ibility. 

Love can thrive only when two people are careFul of their reapon■ibilitie■ 

to each other. Art emerges only when the artist ha• ma■tered hi• 

materials. Arthur Rubinstein. practiced for many hou--■ every day oF hi• 

liFe; did his practice stiFle hia ability to ■hape the mu■ic to hi ■ 

g enius? How can anyone make up their mind, intelligently, until they've 

researched an issue? Spontaneity give■ grace to ou-- action■ only after 

discipline and preparation have reFined au-- talent■ ■nd ■h■ped o&.r ch■r-

cter; otherwise, spontaneity i pointle■■ ■elf-indulgence. Thar•'•• 

world oF difference between "being creative" and "letting it all hand 

out." 

- Alght. A friend of mine who wa■ blocked halfway through ■ 

novel told me he tried drug to help hi• rini ■h it. He told•• th■t what 

h produced under the influ nee wa■ trallh. He rini ■had the navel only 

wh n he cleared hi he d nd ■weated it out ■t the typewritar. 

- Law 1 coercive. -
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. 
I remember reading a book on the First Amendment which made the 

ooint that precisely because a system of Free expression is designed to 

encourage a measure of conflict within a society, it needs what the 

author called "thp legitimizing and harmonizing influence oF the legal 

orocess to keep it in successful balance.'' Law guarantees Freedom. There 

are rules and rules. A Fascist state has rules. So does a Free society. 

And they're not the same. 

- But the American Constitution is a social contract, the Torah is 

an arbitrary rule. God announced the law and Israel accepted, no ques-

tions, no amendments. 

True. Constitutional democracy was not yet an idea whose time had 

come. But remember, Sinai is not a symbol For all law, but For God' ■ 

law. The Torah Tradition assumes that God's law ia equitable and just 

and rejects arbitrary and capricious law. According to Deuteronomy, a 

.king was required to write a SeFer Torah by his own hand and have it 

read to him frequently as a reminder that power wae hi ■ only aa long a• 

his acts conformed to its strictures. There i• no record of• king an

nouncing on his own authority Fundamental law. Senaitivity to the op

pressed is imprinted in nearly every chapter of Torah law. We mu■t not 

deny justice to the powerless, favor in court the well-placed or mock 

those of strange dress or manner. Open the legal aection• o~ Torah; you 

will find yourselF reading rule■ requiring repayment for property damage, 

just weights and just me■ ure end due proc■• in court procedure. 

- But the Torah include• rule I don't ■gr■• with. For in■t■nce, 

I don't believe in capital puniehment. 

I 

either did many r bbia. Torah 1 ■ th■ written text. Thar■ w■■ 

lo n oral tradition which drew lnta Tarah ath■r rule■ ■nd d■v■loped 

el' under tanding or what ■■ch Tarah rule 1 plJ■cl. In o■t c■■•• 

nt ncing in caplt 1 c •• ••• ao 11 ited by due praae■■ qualiric■tion■ 
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that it became almost impossible ~o condemn a criminal to ~eath, and 

that seems to have been a deliberate decision by th~ aagea. 

- I picked a bad example For my purposes. Let me try another. 

I don't believe that only the husband should have the right to initiate 

a divorce. 

Neither do I. And neither did many oF the traditional rabbis. 

Their problem was that they were bound to a text which used male pro

nouns and so seemed to require this interpretation. How do I know what 

the rabbis Felt? Over the ages rabbinic courts exerted all kind■ oF 

pressure to Force husbands who were holding their wive■ to an impossible 

relationship to proceed with the necessary divorce. · I ahould add what 

we orten Forget, that the Torah permits the dissolutio~ oF unhealthy re

l ationships, some traditions do not, and that it didn't require the 

partners to make ugly public ~•inat each other. 

- You're evading the issue. There ere rule• oF personal ■tetue 

which you don't agree with. 

True, but in most cases I can aee their virtur, in a particular 

env i ronment and Frame the spirit of the law i• more important than the 

/ 
letter. The Famous phrase Israel ■poke at Sinai, "We will ·obey and we 

will l i sten," some understand•• abject ■ubmi ■■ion. To me it ■ugge■t• 

acknowledgment oF • covenant or re■pon■ibility who•• full implication 

. 
would emerge over time. 

- I've looked et the Torah ■nd I Found 110m■ thing• I agreed with 

and many I did not. I'm not int■ra■ted in b~ning witch••• I once 

picked up Talmud and kimmed • page ar two. It •••m■d ta deal with 

the mi nutia oF ritual and with a whole lat of nan-r■liglau• matter■ •• 

to~t a nd contract■• How can you m■k■ ■uch high-blown claim■ Par ■uch 

pedestr i an tuFf? 

You're right. To r■■d • tr■n■l■tlon or ■ithar anthology i ■ to 

-
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read material that is alternately archaic and re~ev~nt, ■tirring and 

boring. I skim over all_ those 'begets• at_ the beginning of Geneai ■ • 

The elaborate discussign_ oF the precise time to __ recite the Shema in the 

opening chapter oF the Talmu~ tells me more than I care to know on the 

subject. Both anthologies are ancient documents Full oF rule~ we ~ave 

outgrown or Find unacceptable, but they represent many• tranaForming 

theme, which succeeding generations worked out with much benefit. It i• 

this reading and the interpretation oF the Torah which was and ia the 

c entral act oF devotion .in the synagogue; and the reading and interpreta

tion oF Talmud was and·is the central act oF devotion in the yeshivah. 

Torah and Talmud are books and they are also beginnings. I ■poke oF the 

l iving tradition not just the printed text. 

- What about those unFortunate witches? 

We no longer burn witches; indeed, it 1• doubtFul iF Iarael ever 

di d burn a witch. There is no record aF a Salem-type trial. The witch'• 

role i s part oF the Torah's attack on magic, necromancy, whispering 

charms over wounds, and like superstition■, an attack which wa■ unique 

For its age end still presents a challenge to our Age oF Aquariu■• 

As American citizens, our lives are governed by Anglo-American 

common law rather than by rabbinic law, but the principle• or the Talmudic 

y tem are well worth investigation and ■ugge■t judicial practice■ which 

m ght be adopted with beneFit. One good example: report■ on torture a■ 

m n oF criminal inveatlgat~on ■re r■re _in Jewi•~ ~•cord■ and police 

rut lity is almost unheard or. The re■■on ~• ■imple . . Und•~ 7.almudic 

w voluntary selF-incrimination i ■ not ~ccepte~ a■ evidence. Why tor-

tr pr isoner iF your ca■e we■ not ■dv■nc■d . ~y hi ■. ~onre■■lon? 

Commercial regulation■•• codified in ~h• .Torah a~d Talmud rerlect 

much 1 e ophisticated market■. I have "o ox •nd am not likely to find 

my lf i n col.rt bee uae my ax wandered into my neighbor•• back y.-d and 

-

• -
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did damage; but . the idea that damages and commerce ■re ,religiou• con

cerns and that the same stend1!9rds apply t='o~ .. ~uatnesa and For Family i ■ 

a concept oF prime importance. The Tor~h tradition. d~e• not accept the 

idea that you can be not quite honest in commerce or politics, because 

' 
it's a jungle out there or because it~& ell right to take advantage of 

those you don't know. "There is to be one law For the stranger end the 

home born." "In ell your ways acknowledge Him." 

Pagans sanctified the . moments spent at the shrine. Jewa were 

encouraged to sanctify every moment oF their live■• The ■tructure · of 

his community, ~he way he conducted business, the way Food was prepared 

and eaten, the relationship of husband and wiFe, ell were divinely man

dated and spiritually signiFicant. There waa a bles■ing For every occa

sion, and this multiplication oF pious expre■aione was not looked on•• 

a way ~o gain merit but as a constant reminder that a ■tandard of holine■■ 

should be involved in all that we do. Marriage wa■ not ■imply• aexu■l 

alliance or an arrangement oF property, but kiddushim, • aanctific■tion 

of two lives. Farming was not sowing and harvesting but careFul ■tew■rd

ship oF God's creation. Business w■• not making out but the honorable 

management of production and distribution conducted according to Torah 

stande,-.ds, «just weights, just measure■ .' 

The,...e is a rule in Deuteronomy that, once the tribe■ enter the 

Promised Land, cities oF refuge ere to be de■ign■t■d where eomeone who 

he committed an unpremeditated murder could fl•• and eec,■pe revenge. 

Some historians doubt that ■uch citie■ actually were e■t■bli ■heds but 

the idea suggests a central element in the Torah'• concern rar Ju■tice. 

In those day , . when a man w■■ mLrd■red, kln■men organized • pa.■■• ■nd 

ought ~.evenge. There ~a• • certain primitive .Ju~tice in all thi ■, but 

its execution was crude. Nat ■11 murder■ ■r■ ■likes . ■o■e ■r-■ pr■111editat■d, 

om are accidental, while athar■ ■r-■ c01M1ltted under mitig■tina. 

-
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circumstances. Given the Fact that there we■ no ■uch entity ea an 

organized police . Force or a Federal judiciary in ancient Israel, 

probably the only way available to distinguish degree• oF culpability 

' . 

was to create sanctuaries to w~ich a man could Flee until some court or 

sheik took over From the posse. Whether such Qitiea actually existed la 

not as important as the Fact that rule existed. ~t Focused legal thought 

on due process, change oF venue, and a Fair trial, worthy concern• indeed, 

and ones which were Fully and thoughtFully developed in rabbinic thought. 

It is important to see these texts as signiFicant beginnings 

rather than ·the sum oF Jewish development. The Torah mandate■ a shrine

based sacriFicial cult. Few oF us would want to take part in auch 

ceremonies. Certainly, Maimonides didn't. In hi• Famou■ philoeaphie• 

work, The Guide to the Perplexed, he careFully explained that God had 

authorized sacriFices because this Form oF worahip waa cu■tomary through-

out the ancient Near East and: "Man by hi nature la not capable oF 

abandoning suddenly all to which he waa accustomed." A geginning not• 

conclusion. 
• 

Leviticus is Full oF shrine regulation■, but Amoa and I ■aiah 

insisted that religion dealt with more than the ■hrine: "Who h•• a■ked 

this oF you to trample my courta? Bring no man vain oblation■ •• •" 

The Torah commands holiday ob■ervance, but it i ■ ••••ntial Judaiam that 

our responsibilities to other take precedence over our reapon■ibili-

tie to any liturgy or ceremony. On the Day or Atonement we mu■t rir■t 

make our pe ce with thoae whom we have wronged before we can conPidently 

k God For Forgivenea. "The Sabbath w■■ m■d• ror ■■n not.man ror the 

5 bbath." Medieval lore included the ■tary of ■ r au■ rabbi who, di.ring 

pl gue year, deliberately ■te road in th■ .. ■yn■gogue an Ya■ K1pp&.r ta 

ncour his cor,areg tion ta rollaw ault and keep Ml:' their ■trer,gth. 

Origin lly, th • war m■ny I.-■e11te ■t-rine■ , --• or which, 
' -
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like the sanctuary at Arad, have been excavated in recent year■• Then_ -

all worship was centered in the shrine King Sol~mon built in Jerusalem. 

That's the Form oF worship the Torah prescribe&, b~t. aa Jewish life 

spread across the Middle East Jews established mee~ing houses in all 

their settlements where they conducted public business .and recited the 

songs and liturgy of the central shrine. With the destruction of the 

Temple, these meeting places were trana~ormed into synagogue-sanctuaries 

and a new religious institution emerged. Neither meeting houae nor syna

gogue is ever mentioned in Scripture; yet, the need was there and when 

there is need what a text does not ■peciFically prohibit become■ per

mitted. The Temple had been hierarchal, but in th■ ■ynagogue anyone 

could lead worship. The Temple's architecture had been important becauee 

its dimensions were said to represent the proportions of the co■moa; 

the synaqogue was simply a room. The Temple had to be in Jeruaalem on 

Mt. Zion; synagogues could be any place. The Temple'• worship centered 

on sacriFices: in the synagogue Torah reading and the pa■lma were central 

to the worship and so the Jew waa constantly reminded of hi• tradition'• 

centre! ~eachjnge. 

- Do you mean that the Torah wa■ not reed in the Temple? 

We're not sur-e. Ezra and other■ ■re reported to have read por-

tions oF Torah to assemblie■ convened in Jeru■elem•• market place. There 

are some reports of a proto-synagogue on the Temple Mount, but the prie■t' ■ 

office seems to have centered on the .. criricial cult ■nd ■ccomp■nying 

lm rather than public Torah reporting. 

Incidentally, peaking oF tran■ferring idea■ , the Torah w■■ th■ 

Fr t Scripture to be treated•• an open book rath•~ th■n •• the monopoly 

o pri st, nd the ynagogu~ we■ the rir■t democratic ■■nctu■ry where 

nyon might teach o~ preach, where nobody did your religion ror you. 

The bell rang. We had covered ■ lot oP territory. There wa■ ■ 

t 
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• . 
nature walk that aFternoon end we'd · h■ve only• Few minute& together 

beFore dinner, and I took ■ Final minute to pull tog~ther what I had 

said. There is a sense in which b~ing born a Jew, _or a Christian or a 

Buddhist, Forever colors our lives. Ultimately, th~ beat reason to 

"become" a Jew is that you have the chance to ar:,d th~t there ia ■ good bit 

or . evidence as to the value oF such an identity. Psyc~ologiata describe 

acceptance oF what you a~e as one key to mental health. Another way la 

to maximize your "given". Since we cannot shed our soul, we would be 

Foolish to squander the opportunity to appropriate For ourselves a noble 

and engaging inheritance - to give up being oF the chosen. 

-




