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Chapter 4 

WHY KEEP AT IT? 

It had been a lovely day in the woods. We had an hour beFore 

di nner. It was a relaxed time. 

- M~ neighborhood was heavily Jewish and I reached high school 

before I realized that not everybody was one oF ua. I still remember 

how surprised I was when it began to penetrate my thick skill that there 

a re only sixteen million Jews among the Four billion people on earth. 

I n the laboratory there's such a thing as a critical meas. A chemical 

can be in such minute quantities that it can no longer catalyse• reac­

tion. Aren't we Jews at or below that point? And, iF we can't make 

' 
the k i nd of contribution that would make us ■igniFicant to civilization, 

why keep at it? 

I worry about numbers. We haven 't alway■ been a tiny minority. 

Before the bloody and Futile revolts against Aome in the First and 

second centuries - you know about Maaada - Jew■ probably made up ten 

percent of the population oF the Ea■tern Aom■n world. In medieval 

Europe we constituted perhapa two percent or the population, but a much 

higher pr o portion oF the urban communitiea where th■ rutu--e w■• about 

to unfo ld. It's only in recent g•~•r•~ion■ that we h■ve r■ll ■n out or 

t p with the population explosion. ~t. the turn or the century we were 

tw lve mi llion inane timated world population ~r one ■nd a halr 

b llion. Today we are riFteen or iMtean million in ■ population or 

fot.r nd a helF billion. An■ly■t■ ofr■r ■ev■r■l r■■aon■ far the recent 

down turn , the mot obviou and tragic or which . i• ~h• Halac■u■t. But 
, 

th r' 1 o the Fact that Zero Pop~l•tian Growth ■ppe■l■d preci .. ly 

om ddle-cl city people like u■• 

One oF our batter theologian■, E 11 ~ack■nh■i■ , h■• written• 

-
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good deal about what.he has called~ new c~~mandme~t: Do not allow Hitler 

a posthumous victory~ The Nazis mea~t to annihilate the Jewish people 

and almost succeeded. Our response must be to preserve and enliven our 

people and that response, according to.Fackenheim, mandate■ 1) aupport 

of the State of Israel and 2) children. 

- I don't know any one committed toe career rather than children -

who will change her plans just to sp~te Hitler. 

There was silence fore while. We had come to one oF those com­

mitment issues which are too personal, really, to be talked about. 

Finally, someone asked why so few Jews realize how Few of u■ there are. 

Probably because Jews are in the news so much. We are member■ 

of an upwardly mobile, extremely visible, achievement-oriented group, 

and almost every day one or another Jewi ■h artist, musician, entrepreneLr, 

physician, professor or one of our not quite kosher characters make 

news. The seven o'clock evening new• nearly alway■ include■ a report an 

the Arab-Israel conflict. A■ elections approach candidate■ For major 

office seek Jews out end ■peak to Jawiah i ■■uaa. We're concentrated in 

key urben ereas end take advantage of the political proc•••• Then, tao, 

we look for Jews who make or have made important ■rti ■tic, ■cientific, 

political or even sport contribution. There'• ■ _ certain comfort in the 

feeling that Jews ere influential in many circla■• We need to believe 

that quality, not quantity, count■ and the achievement■ of the 

Ki ingers, Shapiro end Brown■ ■re ■urpri ■ingly ■■ti ■fying. 

- Why did Jew advance from impoveri ■h■d immigrant to th• Ameri­

can middle clea fa tar th n mot other minoritie■? 

- Anti- emlti ■m h• it■ edvant■g■■ • . 01~-line bu■ine■■e■ didn't 

hir J wa and the m~lnline bank■ or .corporation■ r.-ely allowed u■ into 

the executive uite, ■o th■ children or th~ l■■igr■nt■ g11111bl ■d their 

effort and brain in high-rlelc ■ctlvltl ■■, ■nd when th■ world changed 

here we were. -
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Actually it was the Torah tradition that tu~ned u■ in the ~ight 

direction. The immigrant Family may not hav~ understood what C.C.N.Y. 

taught, but the young were pushed to register, learning we■ valued; and, 

when the knowledge explosion came, many Jews poesesaed desperately needed 

skills. A major element in Judaism'• special and surprising message was 

that literacy was a prerequisite · For the religious liFe. Study wa■ 

an act of devotion: ''and you shall teach them (the commandment■) to 

your children." By the second century of thie era a compulsory education 

policy had been developed, at least for male■, which was maintained over 

the subsequent centuries. In medieval Europe literacy was almoat uni­

versal among Jews at a time when to prove he wee a priest• Christian 

had only to show he could read. "We are the only European people," ■aye 

Hannah Arent, "who have survived from antiquity pretty much intact. That 

means we kept our identity, end it means we ■re the only people who have 

never known enalphebetism. We were alway literate becau■e you cannot be 

a Jew without being literate. The women were le• literate than the men 

but even they were much more literate than their counterpart■ el ■ewhere. 

Not only the elite knew how to reed but every Jew had to reed - the 

whole people, in all it& cle see end on ell level• oF giFtedn••• and 

intelligence." 

- I'm not seti Fied with your explanation or our ral•• ••n•e or 

numbers. I agree Jew ere highly vi ■ible and that we•r• programmed to 

look for Jews, but doe n't it ■l ■o h■v• ■omething to do with the myth or 

th Jew?4f1°here' • Fellow on• night ~•lk ■how who identirie• anyone 

with a Europe n- oundlng name a ■ Jew. He claim■ he admire• Jew■ but 

I've always uapected hi• motive■• He c■n't ■•em ta get arr the -..bJect. 

The Jew loom large in the uncan■ciau■ ar th• ••■tern world. The 

Christin Church w■ rounded within th■ early ■ynagague and h■• never 

gott n over it n ed to dl ■tlnguiah it■ t■aahlr,a■ rra tho■• or th■ 



Mother tradition. Throughout its hiatory most ~heoiogic■l deviation■ 

have been damned as ·Judaizing heresies. The Jew :waa the straw man eet 

up by the New Testament to make its polemical pointa. Jews are Frequently 

described as "blind fools'' and "lying hypocrite■" . anc;t their inFluence i• 

seen as continuing and dangerous.- This in holy writ. No matter how few 

we were, as the '.'enemy" we were dangerous to the t_='aith and the Faithful; 

and, as the enemy we became in their conditioning, their unconscious, e 

powerful f'orce. 

- All that's medieval and behind us. 

Unfortunately, prejudice can reshape itself in insidious ways; end, 

contrary to expectations, anti-semitism has continued to thrive in 

modern non-Christian movements. M•ny Jew& identified anti-semitiam with 

a Christian nerus and felt that the spread of secularism would end this 

age old scourge. It didn't work out that way. Some Chriati•n communitie■ 

proved capable of' transcending the old myth• and Communiam to• large 

degree f'ell • Secular myth• simply replaced or 

complemented the older religious onea: Jews were now c•llad • mongrel 

race, genetically inferior, a di•••••d lot, • ■pre•ding ■ubver■ive id••• 

and disunity wherever they went. Whan Czar Al ■x•nder II w■■ ••••••in■ted 

in 1880, the Russian government ■et out to eliminate the Jewi ■h commu-
. . 

nity. Jews were not among the• •••■in■, but th■Y. were guilty or being 

c rriers of the "virus" of democratic change. Many ■till••• Jew••• 

the masterminds of a powerful con■pir■cy ag•i~•t whatever in■titution■ 

they hold sacred: the Churc~; white •uprem■cy; the working cl■■■; the 

Third World; Western valu••• 

Whenever priv~lege wa■ ~hall■ng•~ by ■om■ group demanding their 

rightful opportunity, the champion■ ar privilege_ looked far ■ Jewi ■h can­

plr cy. Whenever nation■li ■m em.-g■d th■ Jew wa■ branded a■ a 

cosmopolitan, "fundem ntally incapable or und.-■tanding the G ■rm■n 

-



soul;" the words are by a German ac~demic, Heinri~t:, Paulus. Whenever 

Marxism raised the banner oF revolution aga~nst entrenched institutional 

power, the Jew was branded as a bourgeoi• creature whose ingrained com­

mercial instinct inevitably turns him into an eco~omic parasite and whose 

religious ideas are designed to vitiate the awarenea• oF the Jewiah 

poor oF the necessity oF revolutionary rem~dies. It waa in the most 

academically advanced state in Europe that, within my liFetime, Jew• 

were branded like cattle and herded like cattle to ■laughter house■. 

Modernity has not abandoned the myth oF the Jew a■ the perennial outaider, 

the alien in the midst, the poisoner oF the wella, the ever-available 

scapegoat. The unconscious labeling goe■ on. 

- I had a roommate tell me how many Jew• sat in the Senate and 

House oF Representatives. I asked him iF he knew how many Bapti■t• or 

Catholics sit in the Congress. He wondered why anyone would want to 

· know. Incidentally, he included in his liat quite• few non-Jew■. 

- But anti-semitic myths aren't• good rea■on for u■ to ■tay 

Jewish. It was the same young man who had ■poken at our opening ••••ion 

oF his need For Jewish identification to provide him ■ po■itiv■, tr■n•­

forming experience. 

Agreed, but they help to remind Jew■ ■bout the ■ub■t■nc• of th■ 

Torah's pecial and ur-pri ■ing m••■-sa•• Fr■nz Ao■enzweig often ■■id 

th t th mis ion of the Jewi h people w■• to remind the world of id••• 

nd value it would rather forget, by in■i ■ting th■t th■ Bible be r■■d •• 

it ls and not after it ha bean r■■h■ped into another kind of ~oc.,.■nt by 

th ddition of• New T t■m■nt or ■ny for.ign in~erpr■t■tion■• It'• 

urpri ing how un ■ttling the Tor■h c■n b■• 

• 
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Paul had made it easy For the privileg~d. tQ legitimatiz~ their roles when 

. 
he prescribed a high well oF separation _between apiritual interests and 

government; "Render unto Caesar the th!ngs that belong to Caesar and to 

God the things that belong to God,•~ but the Jewi ■h understanding of the 

-
Bible gives the lie to all the church-state arrangement• that ■anctiFy 

class and clerical privilege. .The Church hierarchy wanted the "prooF 

passages" which presumedly Foretold the coming oF Christ but didn't want 

the masses rallying around an Amos or Isaiah's condemnation oF all who 

abused power. During the Middle Age& the imperial church tried literally 

to lock up the Hebrew Bible lest Christiane read and "misunderatand" but 

the Jew kept these texts alive and when, at the beginning of the sixteenth 

century, Christians finally read the Old Testament, they discovered 

ideas or community, justice, and righteouaneaa in tune with their new 

democratic expectations. Social revolutionarlea oF the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries oFten cited the Torah' command "to proclaim Free-

dom throughout the land" and the prophetic viaion of' ■n earthly Jeru■alem, 

established in justice and proeperity, and challenged on thi• ba■i ■ 

Christianity's supernaturalism, it promi ■e of' Heaven, it• in■i ■tenc■ 

on deferred gratifications to thoae who patiently accepted the trial af' 

poverty and peasantry. It i human n■t1.re to blame or rew.-d th■ 

e senger for the news he bring ■• In th■ ■truggl■ f'or political r■form 

tho ' e who deFended the old order bl■m■d th■ Jew for .~h• Bibl■'• un■■t-

tl ng nd unwanted idea and prudently ■ought to qu.-■ntin• or ■li■in■t• 

th Jew let he apre d piritu■l inr■c~lon. 

In um the J•w w■ r r ly •••n ~• h•.~•• ■nd ■1 o■t ■lw■y■ ■■■n 

more th n h w • Thi ■ 1• .tru■ ■v•~ ar th•.oaQ■■lonal r1■ttrlng 

nterpr t tion or our .rol ■ in hi■tory. (~l•t~ r lt■•l' 1■ ■ kind or 

ejudice]. Th Fr nch ■■■yi ■t, 

"like an ctlv ti 1 ■v n lnJ 
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teach the WQrld "to be discontent•~ and restiesa aa long as the world 

has not God." In his view, the Jew represents in a ~or~d which is in­

creasingly statist the challenge oF individual dissent From the tyranny 

oF consensus, Freedom oF co~science, and .a commit~e~t . to practical 

reForm rather than ideology. Such a view is Flattering and there i• some 

truth in it, but we must recognize that it remains a symbolic role. 

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

The democratic impulse was kept alive among Jew■ by their daily 

existence. As a political outcast the Jew naturally identified his 

political interest with the rebels, revolutionaries, and reFormera who 

sought a larger justice. The powerlesa are spared the corruptiQnB oF 

power and easily empathize with ·all who share their marginality. 

- But has the Jew made a aigniFlcant political contribution to 

the emergence oF a just society? 

Many have. Jews were heavily envolved in the early stage oF Euro­

pean Socialism. One oF my anceetora was among the many who were on the 

side during the liberal revelation of 1;848 and who came to America 

to build here the world oF hie dream■ • 

But the maritan■ oF the world were thinking l••• ta individual ■ 

like LaSalle• and Reva Luxemberg and mare of the ■ymballic role of the 

Jew in western liber.■l conaciou■n•••• 

Jews and non-Jew react to ■am■ of the ■am• myth■• Ba~h treated 

mythically and inve ted with power■ which he doe■ not pa•••••• ~or many 

Jew nd non-Jew the ■urvival of the St■t• of I.-■el h■• come ta ■ymba~ 

ze the struggle of democracy ta m■lnt■i~ it■■lf in ■ world of medieval 

prejudice and oily power end th■ right or the few ta their awn d■■tiny. 

~ ither the Holocau t nor A~•b w■r■ h■v• brake~ th~• people' ■ incredible 

will to urvive in dignity - which i ■ --•n •• pr-oaf a, the potential or 

the hum n pirit. 
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- Isn't this true? . 

Myths need not be False. In a world Full oF refugee• there are 

Few Jewish reFugees and, iF Jews can help it, none stay reFugees For long. 

When a Russian Jew arrives in Isr•el he _is gi~en • job and a key to• 

Flat berore he leaves the airport. When he ~rrivea in Cleveland he ia 

oFFered a job, job training and an apartment. 

- My parents Find Jew& and Jewish inFluence where none exiat■• I 

oFten hear 'bhem discuss the Jewish vote and "Jewiah power." 

I oFten wish that there was signiFicant Jewish power. When Euro-

pean Jews were the boat people oF the 1930'• nothing American Jew• did 

or said led our government to substantially enlarge ite reatrictive 

quotas on immigration. Would our- government sell sophi ■ticated weapon■ 

to the Rejectionist Front States, Jorda~, Iraq and Syria, iF Jewish power 

were all many Jews and non-Jews believe it to be? 

- IF it's as False as you aay, where did thi• 'power' concept 

come From? 

In part From the observable fact that Jew■ appear on Nobel Prize 
' 

lists in numbers Far beyond what, given our number■, might have been 

expected. In part From the kind of con■pir■cy theorie■ we've b■en · talk­

ing bout. It's assumed that, if• Jew ha■ office, he'll u■e it to 

secure Jewish ends. Jew• rarely ■■k 1• • Ki ■■inger or ■ Linowitz good or 

bad For the causes they hold dear. It'• ■omehow enough to know th■t one 

oF ours made it. 

There's alao a bit of theological conditioning ■t war~ here. 

W 've !ready talked ■bout the Bibl~c•l doctrine of election, the belief 

th t God chose I ■el for• purpo■■• Deep down in the uncon■ciou■ or 

m ny Jews 1• th■ idea that whet we do, in aa■■ ay■t..-Jo~• ••Y, ■erve■ 

God' purpo • It' important ■nd obviau■ly Bod auppart■ • 

- Vou•v• lat m■• 

Unroll• Torah 110r0ll to_the ■ix'l:h ahapcar a, Deuteronomy to the 
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Familiar line which is Judaism's p,:-ofeaaion ot' fl'aitt:, - "Hear, . D Israel, 

the Lord our God. The Lord i e c;,ne; " and yo_u ' .11 ~ven it' you cannot 

read Hebrew, that the last letters of the first and last words are 

written double-sized. These letter~, ayin - daled -: . . form the Hebrew 

noun ed which means witness. The ancient scribal tra~it~on exalt• the 

i dea that when we recite the Shema we witness to our faith in God and 

t he Torah. A German philosopher oF the last generation, Hermann Cohen, 

put the witness idea this way: Jews offer God their preaence in the 

world, a presence which proclaims God's aovereignty and casts suspicion 

on all merely human, political, and ideological certaintiea. 

- That's myth talk. 

-Much of what we do is governed by myth. 

The mission theme was first articulated during the Babylonian 

Exile by a prophet, Deutero-Isaiah 1 who heard God ■ay that a time would 

soon be at hand when the exiles would return to Judea ■nd 1 having eek-

• owledged God's power and authority, would live ther-a •••compelling 

example to the rest of' the world,"• light unto the nation■." Ha ■poke 
. 

of Jud e a reborn, organized according to Torah law, providing ■n illu-

m n ting and compelling example to the world•• well a■ ■■cLrity to it■ 

citizens : "For out of Zion llhall go t'orth th■ l■w and the word or th■ 

Lord From Jerusalem." Modern political Ziani ■m 1 ■ ■n outgrowth ~r thi■ 

vi on. The mot~o of the t'ir t pioneer■ w■■ th■ .Biblical phr■••• "Zion 

h 11 b buil t in ju tice," and Th odor■ Herzl wrote ■ !-,ltapl■n naval 

bout the J ewi h national home in which he d■■cribed ■ pragr■■■iv■ 

oc 1 democra cy who e in titution would b■ ■ model ta cauntrl•• 

hroughout the world. 

I hould dd that . D■utera-I ■i ■h'• ~l•lon. ••• unique Par it■ ti•• 

Th pr d of religion by the ward, co• on ln Plllillln r■llglon■, glv■■ 

hr to the theme of canv r■lon through th■ co p■lllng rare■ or . . 
Jew lack• tr dltioa which Juatlrl ■■ th■ aonv.-■lon or th■ 

I 
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world by conquest. 
. 

The Jews returned to Zion and For half _a_millenium maintained their 

state ~ntil Rome destroyed the Temple in 70 C.E. _Consequent on that 

defeat, Oeutero-Isaiah's mission imag• was pu~ into _mothball• to await 
i 

I 

the coming of the Messiah; but its emphasis on a gentie universal mission 

continued to .color ell Jewish thought. Jews never lived only For the 

s ake of Jews. During the long centuries oF dispersion, which Jews call 

s imply galut, the spiritual interests o~ our my■tics Focused on the 

i dea that Jewish prayer is essential to the world's deliverance. An 

a ccident, so the myth holds, took place at Creation and part or God'• 

b e i ng became trapped in the cosmos, caught up in material shells. Only 

the prayers of Israel, particularly the prayers of the holy and learned, 

can break open those shells, release the impri110ned light, allow God' ■ 

bei ng to become whole, and so regain the power which will allow Him to 

establish the Messianic era. A wounded world could not be healed without 

the f aithful devotion oF Jews. 

- That's incredible. 

All myths are incredible to tho•• who don't believe them; but 

recog n i ze this myth For what it wa■ , an attempt to explain and give mean­

ing to Jewish experience. Tran■lated into p■ychological tarm■ , it 

stablishes the ennobling idea that Jew■ are not anothar 11111■11 and im-

pot nt p eop le, Flotsam to aed ■bout by th■ . cruel ■e■■ , but a people 

who e activities were eeaential to hi■tory. Without our d■votion th■ 

M ianic Age would ne~er come. A ■en■e or mi ■■ion draw~ ■ group together 

nd gi ves direction and e ■enae or t~u•t to their live■• 

In the nineteenth century t~• mi ■■ian id•■ w■■ r■ah■p■d to con-

form t o the new spirit of ■ctivial'9. It••• tr■n■rorm■d into ■ morally 

br cing erm~n which d cl ■red th■t it . i ■ th■ duty or th■ J■w, •• h■ir or 

the prophets, to erve energetically th■ c■u■■ or ■acl■l ■nd economic 

-
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justice. • The ortginal idea had been r,atio~ Fo~u•~d and baaed on the 

power oF example. The new theme waa Focus~~ qn the individual Jew a■ 

reFormer and Fashioner oF the brave new wo~ld. 

The argument went ~his way. The _gen~u~ oF the Jewish people 

was/is a religious genius. Israel was the First peopl~ in hiatory to 

sense the inadequacy oF paganism and to transform shrine . religion into 

ethical monotheism, the First to perceive the onenese oF God and to 

conceive oF _religious duty as governing liFe outside a& well as inside 

a sanctuary. Since the world has not yet Fully accepted these elemental 

truths, Jews continue to have the obligation to teach them by rea■on, 

example and action: "You are My witnesses, says the Lord." 

Medieval man had been conditioned to accept patiently the ble■■ing■ 

oF the World to Come. The nineteenth century we■ ■n age oF technological 

progress, sweeping social change, increaeing prosperity and• rather inno­

cent conFidence in man's ability to transForm human ■ociety for th• 

better. The modern was impatient with the idea oF deFerred reward■. 

The World to Come was here and now or et le■ t given th■ right political 

eFFort would soon be. It was no longer ■nough ■imply to b■ God'• wit­

nesses, to hope others would Follow th■ Jewi ■h ■x■mpl ■• Th■ J■w mu■t 

take an active leadership role. Th■ mi ■■ion id■■ bec■m• ■ c■ll ta ■n 

ctive citizenship. The Jew of Fr■nkrart or Landan proved hi■ loyalty 

to Judaism as he wo~ked to re■h■p• hi ■ community' ■ political ■nd 

conomic structures. To cit■ v■riau■ ■n■logie■ which were r■var■d ■t 

the time, the Jew we to be the l••~•n ir, ~h• dough,. the enzyme in th■ 

organism, the cately t which would pr■cipit■t■ h ■n■ aaql■l ch■ng■, an■ 

of God's hock troop in th■ ■truggl■ rar aacl■l Ju■tlc■• 

- That• rh toric. 

The commitm nt of J w■ ta r■f'~• 
• al■l • ••• nat ■1 Plf 

m tt r o word. Seel 1 tlv •• • J l l■■lan, 
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became a hallmark oF Jewish liFe in the l~te nineteenth century. The 

recurrent experience oF persecution had made t~e Jew intensely sensi­

tive to injustice. Many oF your grandparents a~d great grandparents 

were boat people who know what it was to be stateless and Forced to Flee 

--
their homes. As early as 1888 an American rabbi 1 .him•e~F a social re-

Former, observing the political contours oF Jewish liFe,described 

"socialism as unquestionabl>' the product oF the Jewish spirit." Those 

Folk were conscious oF a changing world where one's actions counted ·end 

or a tradition where justice was the line. Jewish Fund-raising eFForts 

on behalF oF reFugees and need ~re legendary. Social work became a 

signiFicantly Jewish proFeseion. Jews were highly visible in the civil 

rights ·movement and the peace movement.· The percentage oF Jews who vote 

in the United States is the highest among all religious groups and ■till 

today middle-class Jews oFten vote ag■in■t their immediate pocketbook 

interests. 

- Didn't they recognize that a minority, and• minority oF out­

siders at that, couldn't tranaForm the world? 

Remember, Jews were accustomed to think of themaelve■ •• con■e­

quential and were so conceived by non-Jew■. The conventional wiadom had 

it that civilization, then deFined •• the cultui--■ of the W■■t, grew from 

two sources: the religion of Ierael and th■ philo■ophy of Greece. Primacy 

in learning was given to Ari ■totl ■, primacy in ~oral pa■■ion ••• ■acrib■d 

to Amo. Jews had given to th■ world th■ concept of. th■ on■ God, the 

Ten Commandments, the hop of immortality and th■ conc■pt of humanity: 

"H v we not all one F ther? Ha■ not on■ God ar■at■d u■ ■11?" Tt,e •■e•• 

had cho en . the firty- ighth ch■ptar or I-iah ■■ ■ r■■tLr■ H■rt■rah for 

Yam Kipp 

wick dn 

• "Thi 1 th r■■t that I de■lr■ 1 tc;, unloalc th■ r■tt■r■ of 

nd unti th■ card■ or lawl••--••• ta let th■ oppr■■■■d go 

Free; to br k v y yalc■• It 1■ ... _.. yo&r br■■d with th■ hungry 

• 

• 
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and to take the wretched i~to your home; when yo~ see the naked to clothe 

hi m, and not to ignore your own kin." Jews had provided the prophets 

whose uncompromising sermons on justice were oFten cited by contemporary 

r eFormers. Jews played a leading role in shaping mpdern culture, 
I 

Mahler, Freud, _Einstein; and in the reForm oF the old order, Lassale, 

Marx, Brandeis. This was the age when Jews spoke prou~ly and wrote 

vo luminously about Jewish contribution to civilization. So many Jews 

were among the pioneers oF nuclear physics that, until they recog~ized 

its importance, the Nazis mocked it as Judenphyaik. I've oFten taken 

some delight in the thought that the Allies won the Second World War be­

cause Nazi purges on non-Aryans necessitating the Finding oF Aryan re-. . 

placements For the dismissed Jewish scientists delayed the German mi ■■ile 

and a tomic projects For critical months. 

- But many oF those important minds were Jewa in name only. Marx 

hated h is ancestry. I r-emember being shocked by the bitterness oF hi ■ 

pamphlet, A World Without Jews. 

No thing in Marx's writing• shows that thi ■ man, whose aoul wa■ 

outraged at the institutions which created urban poverty, ever ■aw or 

c red about the Jewish poor who hared hi ■ aqu■lor and poverty in London. 

hy M rx wa s prejudiced again t hi• ■nc■■tor■ I leave to biographer■, with 

th uggest i on that the world'• tendency to di-i•• unwanted id••••• 

Jewi h, a nd s o beneath notice, create■ ■11 kind• of complex fru■tr■tion■ 

n J w who want to be heard. But I'a ■l ■o ■ugge■t, ■inc■ th■ imprint 

of our envi ronment i ind lible, that M.-x• ■ int■ll ■ctu■l and ■oci■l 

cone rns , a nd the booki ■h way ,he went ■bout cr■■ting hi ■ revolution, in 

m me ure refr ct th cultural J■wi.., wo~ld hi ■ . f■th■r ■b■ndon■d. 

- I'm till bother d by th■ rhetoric. I ■ Jt r111■lly ■o cl■.- that 

hr woul d be no on to light th■ ••Y lf' Jew■ w.-en•t .-ound? It ••Y be 

true th t twenty-fiv■ c nt1.rl■• a only J■•• 1 ln■cl on haa■n worth and 



BB . . 

human equality. Today, thank G_od, . m~ny ~ho~h'.tf'ul ■rid concel""'ned 

groups encourage theil""' followel""'a tQ t""'eech b~yond"aelf-sel""'v~ng political -
philosophies and social _prejudi~es. Look at Mothel""' Therese in the 

• o I 
• 

sl ums or India and the volunteel""'s of' the Peace Col""'pB end Vista. And 
. . . . . . 

nobody did more for justice than Mer~in -~u~he~ _King.- Many of' the most 

i nteresting experiment~ in social democracy have been undertaken in the 

Scandinavian countries. I wouldn't like to see . a wol""'ld without Jews, we 

add som~thing to the scene, but sul""'ely a world without Jews wouldn't be 

damned. 

I recently had a sabbatical end was able to spend a good bit of' 

tim e in Asia. Asia includes half the world'• population and, outside of' 

Israel, a handful or Jews. The idea of' Jews being the catalyst of Aai■n 

civi lization is on the surface absurd. It i ■ one thing to claim that 

Jews have been remarkably useful to the world. It i ■ quite another 

thing t o claim that Jews and Judaism somehow are indi ■pen■able, that 

. 
without us social progress gl""'inds to a h a lt. 

There's a prayer in the liturgy which my denomination tranal■te■, 

"Grant us peace, Thy most pl""'eciou■ girt, 0 Eternal Source of' Peace, ■nd 

let Isr a el be the messengel""'■ or peace unto the people• or the earth •• " 

Is any o r its sense really lo■t ir the me■■enger or peace i• changed to 

a messenger? Israel' miaeion need not pree111pt ■ny other group•• ■oci■l -
concerns . There'• plenty or work ror ■11. And it bear• repeating th■t 

Jew did play a role in many European ■nd A■ric■n lib.-■1 ■nd revolu-

t onary pr ogr m in nunber■ di■propartion■t■ ta their p■rc■nt■g ■ or th■ 

population . 

- 0 .1<. I ace pt th■ id■■ •• t■lk■cf ._aba1.4t e.-li■r, th■t the 

Biblical nd Ta lmudic irit pa• .. ••• .t:r•n 

they in pired • lo -llv d and vl l t=h■N id■■• 

r common prop ty. C 1 • 

Th Koran includ lb 

• 

I 
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individual as much as Talmudic law. Isn't th~ work or a ■eparate Jewi ■h 

community over and done? 

Torah civilization has never ceased creating new and stimulating 

Forms, nor ha~~ other traditions ceased borrowing o} idea■ • The mosque 

and most Protestant Churches Flattered the ~ynagogue by patterning them­

selves on its open and democratic struct.....-e. Rabbinic Judaism required 

universal literacy. Study was a religious de~otion equal in importance 

to worship and created, in the second century, the Weat'• First com­

munity-wide educational structure - the ancestor oF our mandatory educa­

tional system. During the Middle Agee Jewish communities became miniature 

welrare states, complete with institutions which provided Funda to bury 

the indigent dead, ransom captives, provide dowriea For poor girl■ and 

daily support For poor Families, and many• nineteenth-century reFormer 

blueprinted his welFare state aFter the lnatitutional pattern■ he ■aw in 

the ghetto. In my city, Clev•land, a in many American citiea, the con­

cept or a combined Community Cheat was developed by civic leader■ who 

were impressed by the way local Jew■ organized to tak■ clir■ oF their own. 

Just es many oF the Protestant leader■ of the Enlightenment conaulted 

Hebrew teachers to better under■tand the Bibl■, 110 m■ny 11001■1 reformer■ 

or our day draw on the language and im■r, ■• of th■ prophet■ ■nd on th■ 

remarkable experiment■ in community organization repr■■■nt■d by the 

Kibbutzim and Moshavot. To thi• d■y th■ Kibbutzim repr■■■nt the only 

communit rian experiment■ by rr■■ p■opl■• which h■v■ proved to h■v■ 

teylng power and m ny of their f■rm■ h■v■ pr.ov■d ■■min■l. In moat 

cientiFic and arti tic field• you find J■w■ br■■king n■w ground. 

The problem with th■ mi■■ion thar■ 1 ■ not it■ purported ■xclu­

ivlty, but th vaguen■■■ of lt■ ■ncl■t■ ■nd th■ n■r-rown■■■ or it■ view . 

oF religiou lif■• Wh■t do■■ th■ ap■-k.-, th■ J■w, •••n by Ju■tic■ or 

rlghteou ne ? Gloriou■ word■, but Junia■ ■■nt an■ thing to th• ■■lf-

t fi d G m n ba.rgh ■ncl~lt■ anothr to hl■ ur,lv.-■lty-■duc■t■d, 
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politically radical son. Terms require co~text. Eighty years ago 

Theodore Herzl recognized that in the vocabulary oF many the mission theme 

was little more than 1be good, do good,' commonplace. "We must not con­

Fuse this application oF the word (mission) with that given to it in 

speaking or those poor monks who set forth For the wild pl•~•• of the 

world to carry the Christian gospel to cannibalistic tri~e~ • . The Jewish 

"mission" is something sated, comfortable and well-to-do ••. The 

missionaries are excellently situated." Not all were, but Herzl's point 

was well taken. 

Many took the mission theme to mean that they served God sig­

niFicantly only as they worked to eradicate racism or to eliminate 

poverty. The customs and the tradition■ of the religioua life, home 

observance, synagogue worship, and traditional learning, all that gives 

beauty and warmth to Jewish life and pr.ovide• a _aenae oF order in a con­

Fused world, came to be seen as inconsequential. UnFortunately the 

Messianic Age did not arrive. If the world had become an ever peaceFul 

and prosperous place, this might not have matteredi but the mindle•• 

tragedy or the first World War expo■ed the gloriou■ world envi ■aged by 

nineteenth century utopiana ea a mirage. The breve new world we■ ■till 

the same old jungle except that modern man wielded weapon■ Par more 

dangerous than darts and spear■• There i ■ that little red box and all 

those Or. Strangelove. Machine■ and pragra■■ are no longer ■ynanymou■• 

Dachau and Hiroshima drove th■ Pinal nail• into the aaPrin aP the ra■■n~ic 

vision that announced th■ arrival aP th■ age aP univ.--■1 v■lu■■, inevit-

ble progress, and the b~atherhaod oP m■n ar goad wills ■nd J■w■ ag■in 

need thew rmth of a religiau liP■• 

- Last Ao Ha anah the• man••• an thi■ v.,..y th e. My rabbi 

xpressed con iderabl■ unh ppin •• with 1:h■ r■t:urn ta ritual ■nd culltolll■ • 

He said Jew are b ndaning th■ prapl,■ • 
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I'm not so sure. Only reForming pi~tiea which can provide an 

environment in which the Jew can grow, not only in knowledge but in 

understanding, not only in independence oF sp~rit but in social responai-
• 

bility, not only in awareness but in holiness. Our sage■ orten said: 

"SanctiFy yourselF beFore you try to sanctiFy other-a." You will not 

Find Jewish literature gloriFying the Don Quixote's oF the world set out 

to overthrow evil with a broken ~ance, a garrulous Friend, and a sway­

backed horse. 

To be sure, in some circles, the mission theme led Jews to abandon 

the synagogue, but in most communities people recognized that there was 

no inherent conrlict between social activism and a discipline's ~eligiou■ 

lire. Social action and a love oF ceremony are not mutually exclu■ive. 

The wise way is always both/and. I oFten think oF the philoaopher, 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, who was a pious Jew, really a mystic, and one oF 

the leading spirits in the Civic Rights movement in the 1960'•• In the 

Torah, ceremonial and ethical command■ ■r• intermingled, "love yo&.r neigh­

bor as yourselr" and "remember- the Sabbath Day" and what 1 ■ done in the 

text can be done in liFe. 

- Let's get back to the original question. Why ■hould Jewa con­

tinue as Jews? Surely there 1• no p&.rpo■e in eurviving without ■ p&.rpo■e. 

The value oF Jewish aurvival can be di ■cu■■ed in ■t lea■t two 

non-mythic ways. One seek■ to diecover the ■ctu■l, rather th■n the mythic, 

consequences For the world oF our continued exi ■tence •• Jew■ ; and the 

other explores the con equence■ For Jew■ or being llhaped by the Jewi■h 

tr dition. I'v alluded to the Fir■t point; thi ■ latter i ■ ror me the 

critical on. 

I hold that Israel' primary re■pon■ibility h•• been ■nd i ■ to 

cult v t dignity and juatice within Iar~•l• Tho■■ who c■nnot _ tak■ th-­

ve in hand re not equipped to b■ th■ ■■vior■ or th■ world. Th■ r ... 

-
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mystery, the actual way in which Iarael'• survival ie signiFicant, I leave 

to God. Our sages used to say, "The miracle is not always recognized by 

the one who is its agent," which I take to mean that our existence ea a 

people has importance, but that God is not about to tell us precisely in 

what way. 

I hold that the value oF Jewish survival is beat established in 

terms or the growth, sensitivity, and maturity which a Torah-related 

experience makes available to those who take this road. There is, or 

can be, a Formative tension between traditional ideas, Familiar insti­

tutions, and the "I", and the new "I" that emerges from this Jewish en­

volvement can be more sensitive and mature then the old "I". How do I 

know? I've Felt the change in myselF and I've seen it in other■• 

The story was oFten told of a young rabbi who aet out confidently 

to save the world. Repeated disappointments taught him.that the ta■k 

was beyond his capacity, so he reduced hia expectation•. He would 

kindle the Fires of faith in his congregation. Despite hia beet eFFort■ 

many members remained unresponaive. Again, he lowered hia aight■• He 

would raise his family in piety, but children have mind• of their own, 

and his were no exception. At the end of a long and indu■triou■ life 

th rabbi realized that the one accompli ■hment he could guarantee••• 

the cultivation of his own 110ul. The hope that oLr effort■ are con■e­

quential encourages u, but there i ■ no w■y to prov■ that thi■ i ■ ■o. 

W do what must be done beceu ewe ■re con■ciou■ of d~ty and we pray with 

thepsalmi t: Eatabll h, 0 Lord, the work of our hand. v ... 11y the work 

of o&.r hand et bli Thou it." 

- But why p ticul rly ■ cJewillh' expo■ure? Thar•'• other■ • 

The Tor h tr dition r rr110t■ a t■ln v■lu■■s • w■y or 11,. which 

in iat and ph iz that th■ t1aul aP. -■ah child 1 ■ pr■clou■ and that 

Olr p po 1 to ------v Bad, nat 1:h■ ■■chin■, 'the p.,,ty ar the ■tate. 
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Our classic texts are biographical and humane rather than scientiFic 

a nd technical. Our class achievements are a sensitive home, a truth­

seeking school, and a synagogue searching For God. Our religion is a 

sanctiFied way oF liFe, a culture which sets•~ its goal the disciplined 

a dult, Fully inFormed, spiritually independent, socially comp~ssionate, 

a nd morally bound to the commandments ·oF God. Such a culture, iF it is 

seriously pursued, justifies its existence. 

Particularly when we keep in mind that the world has not been 

par t icularly successFul in developing environments in which children 

can grow up into balanced, wholesome and sensitive adults. The educa­

tion or the whole man is regularly neglected For the education oF. the 

technician, the soldier, the FaithFul comrade, the patriot. The home 

tends to be reduced to an economic unit, and many parents oFF-handedly 

relegate to others many or the resp~nsibilitie■ oF training and guidance. 

Much i n our environment encourages us to compete, to miatake posae■aion 

For happi ness, to accept the inevitability oF war, to paaa by an injured 

person l est we be sued. 

Gi ven my druthers, I'll take up the Jewiah experience. 

- Rabbi, you're eloquent, but are you accurate? I've been to 

I reel. Some oF the most pious have a terrible reputation. They obey 

every minor religious rule, but not the major ethical on••• Ir they're 

n xample oF Judaism's power to tran■rorm the hun■n apirit, I w■nt none 

oF t. 

I read recently an article by the Parmer chi ■r rabbi ar South 

Afr·c, an or t h o dox scholar or unqu■ tian■d ab■erv■nc■ , ■bout the ultr■ 

pi tist who have m de• reti or ritual ■nc:1 ■re ao dl ■t■nt from the re■l 

orld that they do not ~••l bound by th■ nor ■l c:lutl■■ or ■ny decent 

c t·z n. He la , i f' nything, ■or■ di ■yed than you ■r■ by thi ■ ■inc:11••• 

mph si on ritu l nd conc&.rr■nt ■thia■l 1ne■n■1t1v1ty ta tho■■ out■id• 

-
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their world. You wouldn't judge America by our minority oF better dead 

than red jingoists. Don't judge Judaism by those who throw atone■ at 

passing cars on the Sabbath, and remember the emotional cost or the Holo-
1 

caust and the Arab wars and that a relaxed attitude tower~ ritual i ■ not 

a guarantee oF righteousness. 

- Who should I j~dge Judaism by? 

It would be easy to give you quite• list oF the great and the 

. 
well known, but I'd ra,her you judge our tradition by the Lamed Vaumie■ • 

According to Folklore, there are always thirty-six aaintly, anonymoua 

people raising Families, encouraging the anxioua, lightening the burden 

of others. 

You're back to 'outside talk'. 

My basic argument is that the best ■newer to 'why keep et it' i 

that there's no better religioua vision around which to wrap yoLr aoul, 

and one bit of evidence For my position i thi ■ remarkable record or 

creativity and decency. It suggests, at the lea■t, t~et to belong i• to 

join a stimulating ·culture. My argunent remain■ that, ■ince you mu■t, in 

any case, open yo&...r soul to some religiou■ vi ion why not take up the 

Jewish option? It's one oF proven worth. 

-
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Chapter 5 

I • 
I • • . ~ - - . ~ . . 

THE TREE ANO THE RIVER 

-
. ' 

,• 

We had a good night's sleep and bre~kFast. It was time to lot out 

the -questions which had Festered overnight. 

- I'm conFused. I hear talk about Jewish identity, Jewish values, 

a Jewish way oF lire, and conFlicting images come into my mind: a kid 

playing baseball with a y~rmulke on his head; aliyahs in a _congregation 

where almost nobody wears a yarmulke; a petition signed by a number oF 

rabbis supporting a woman's right to have an abortion on demand; and a 

rabbi giving the keynote speech at a Right-to-Lire convention. At my 

bar mitzvah, my grandFather told me, "Alway■ be a good Jew." Now I'111 

not clear what he meant. Are there diFrerent ways to be a good Jew? 

Yes. 
t ... n...csN \AJ\.-M cl,.,l ,...., ~A~· ~~n~ ~ ~ 

~,. !JPa,-.aFa:tal-le1 e wotr?o 1:lwe 90"01 a1ii•1111• alas■c to nld-wJ5P?ct: _w, 

Many had First-hand experience with a Judaism that derived it■ roligioua 

and cultural values From the distant pa■t, consecrated and organized, 

. 

coher~nt communi~~, and let them F~co the Future with a conFident hope. 
·~-----,,_.---........ _,. ..... ~10-. ........ ::,,~---..-- · ----· -·-·-·-· ________ ,..... _________________ __ 

r 
The rabbinic understanding or the Torah tradition had provided dignity 

For centlries, and those raiaed within ·1t had no dirriculty derining them 

h,P.ir .c.1J~a1od-<(\v~·ur 
••¥a •• •• • - _,_ 

grandF■tber probably hoped you would be 

proud oF yol..l"" heritage, practice Judaiam in the way he knew, and be 

• 
ctive in Jewiah . ■otivitie■• 

In the old world aome Jew■ were piou■, other■ indirrerent1 ■om■ 

l 1e ned nd other imple; ome r.,..vent ■nd ■om■ ■keptic■ll but mo■t ■v 

one took it ror granted that th■r■ w■■ ■ d■Pin■bl■ Jew1■h w■y or lire. 

~.., LJ.c.,,,J. (r ..,.., L.A-y A~ 

IF you had• que tion about Jew1■h pr■ctla■ y~u could look up _the ■n■w■r 

~ ~~~ . 

none ar the menu 1 like Jo■■ph K■ro• ■ Shulh■n Aruch (17 a]. Thar■ 

. 

were dirr rence, to be ■ur■ , on minor paint■ •nd v■ri■nt cu■ta••• 

-
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but For most purposes the text was inclusive and deFinitive. Today . 
traditional observance still engages many, but others who are non-

. . . 
traditional in their observance would unaFFectedly describe themselvea 

as "good Jews." America is a pluralistic society and so ia the Jewish 

community. Orthodox and Conservative congregations .celebrate most major 

holi days For two days; ReForm observes only one .~ay. Some Jews keep . . 

kosher but rarely attend worship. Others attend services regularly but 
~~ ~'- 1o ~ T.-~c.,1,..,,. _ ~"'"-~ '-"I\W£.,.Jt.,,;t. 

make no attempt . to keep the dietary laws. There is a Jewish State 
. A 

pioneered by Jews, some oF whom would not enter a synagogue oF any kind. 
4i- t NJ~ Pro ,,,. \~, 

~ither We re~d out all non-orthodox approaches aa misguided and heretical 

or we accept the Fact that our community ia no longer oF a single mind . 
and t hat there are· signiFicant reasons why varioua groups have reshaped 

and are reshaping their understanding oF the Torah tradition • 
. 

I respect those who believe in and continue ta abide by the norm■ . . 
oF what historians call the rabbinic tra dltl an , but I do not look at the 
. . 

Torah tradition in the same way they do. The rabbinic tradition claim• 

that God intruded in history at a particular time and allowed Ma■e■ to 

mediate His word. That deposit oF tradition, the Tor■h, they believe to 

be God ' s c omplete and Final ■et oF direction■ ror mankind, the only ■et 

oF Divine Ins tructions we have. I rind thl■ ■tatic id•~ inadequate ta 

our time and, in Fact, inadequate•• a de■criptlan or the religiou■ 

d v lopment oF the Jewish people. There were prophet■ ■rt■r Ma•••• Th■ 

T lmudlc sage■ were acholar■ and aame or them were al■a my■tic■ who "■aw" 

n wer o r ''heard" a bat kal, a vqic■, tell tham haw ta decide p.-ticul.-

-problem• . In igniricant way rabbinic Judai11111 1 ■ an outgrowth rro■ and 

tr n Formation or Biblical Judai-. Th■ Torah tradition h■■ ■lw■y■ been 

nd ti ll i n evolving r■ligiau■ civillz■tlon, ■n autgrawth ar th• 

. Founding in ight nd or n una■e■lng ■xplar■tlan ■nd redef'lnltlan ar 

th • 

- D rine Tar h. ... 
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rn its most speciFio designation Torah . describes the scroll• of 

the Five Books of' Moses,. Genesis through o~uteronomy, which we keep in 

the ark. This Torah is read each Sabbath in the synagogue ~n a year~long 

cycle , repeated every year. Outsiders are sometimes puzzled that Jew■ 

pay s o much attention to an antique text; but the ritual is not purely 

Formal. Torah commentary continually draws new meaning out aF the 

text, a nd that's the process through which the Torah tradition has 

evolved. Torah comprises all that came to be considered as revealed, 

the wri tten as well as the oral law, and all serious commentary on that 

revelation. Many use Torah to signiFy all Jewish learning. Our 

people ' s s pecial and surprising word ·is stated and examined in Torah. 

The word, Torah, derives From a Hebrew root which meant to shoat 

an arrow . It came to mean to instruct, hence, Torah is God'• Instruction. 

• 

Torah provides a • structure For a livi,-.g community a■ well aa ita inform•n2 

.... 

ideas. Th e Familiar Torah text stipulate• n o t only matter• aF theology -

monotheism , covenant responsibility - but practical rules - how much 

damages are due iF a Farmer's ox gores his neighbor' ■ cattle. It pro­

vides a Fabric oF meaning as well a■~ .fabric of communal norm■ ■nd ■ 

set of' commandments as well ·as ethical can■ider■tian■ which define the 

way of' liFe t o the community. 

• 

• 

• 



'. 

.... . .. 
95 ' 

- IF there is one Torah, how can th•~•~. varioua Judaisms? 

·vou're thinking oF Torah as a scroll. The "idea that the Torah con- 1 

tains the revelation oF the covenant· to Moses i ■ the F9unding and con­

trolling myth, but this myth cannot be take~ aa a Factual description 

of' what actually happened. Cri-tical scholarship hae proven that the 

Mosaic law is indeed a mosaic and that the Torah is.an edited _~nthology 

oF various Israelite traditions. Stop thinking oF Torah as• scroll. 

Think oF Torah as a chain oF commentary and trad~tion beginning in the 

scroll and being shaped and added to 1~ each age, including oLr own. 

Think oF Torah as a living tradition, and remember that everything that 

is alive is in the process of change. It waa inevitable that the practice 

a nd theology oF Biblical times grew and changed into ~he rabbinic tradi­

ti on and continues to grow and change even in our day. It 1 ■ inevitable 

that in times oF change there are those who perceive the need and tho•• 

who hold on to the Familiar. Some of us like to ■tride oFF into the 

uncharted and some are more comfortable when they are in Familiar ■ur-

roundings. 

Judaism is a dynamic religion which haa developed out or the 

original moment oF meeting and out or the rerlection■ and religiou■ ex­

p riences of all those to whom that original meeting ha■ remained ■ig-

n fie nt. Dur Jud lam i not th■t or Mo•••• Too much ha■ happened. 

Looki ng t 11 active religion living ■y■tem■ 1 I ~rten analogize their 

tr n Form tiona to the hunan being. The in1■ge or an adult a■ ■i■ply a 

rg r ver ion oF th child ·h• •••may•••• con1mon■■n■ical, but, in r■ct, 

t ' 1 •• The child ha■ immuniti•• ■b■ent in the adult and the adult 

h mu ul ture and n YOU ■y■t-- quit■ dirr.-ant rra th• child'•· 

Duri ng puberty nd dol enc■ , runctanaantal phy■lc■l ■nd tlfflatlan■l change■ 

t k e pl■c • Th r d-h lr d, blue-eyed lnt'■nt grow■ lnta th■ brawn-h■lr■c:1, 

o wn- y d, X lly tlv adult. 

-
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- I've always thought oF Judaism ea an entity.of Fixed shape and 

doctrine, and I've always Felt awkward that I couidn't accept it whole. 

You're not alone. Most oF the imagery oF the_prayer book and the 

holidays suggests an original and constant tradition. Preachers like to 

talk oF eternal verities. --When the Tarah is returned ta the Ark, many 

. . 

congregations recite line~ From the Psalms which s1.49gest an immutable 

Torah: "The law oF the Lard is perFect, revivir:,g _tt:,e soul/ the teaching 

or the Lord is sure, making wise the simple/ ••• the word oF the Lord 

is pure, enduring Forever." 

~ome years ago I was asked to· write the article an ~•Heresy and 

Heretics" For the Encyclopedia Judaica. Same heretic■ ere cynics, but 

. 

most are believers whose position doe■ not commend it■elF ta the 

majority, so I wrote: "The heretic may be bitter or cynical or deFiant, 

but he is not en apostate and oFten believ■■ that he repre■ent■ true 

Judaism." The edited praoF contained thia revised languages "The heretic 

may be distinguished Fram the apostate in that, although he hold■ be­

lieFs which ere contrary to accepted doctrine■, he doe■ not renounce hia 

. . 

r ligion entirely." My editor wa■ not willing to face the po■■ibility 

that the rabbinic Formulation of Jud■i- ••• not ■n ab■olut■ ■tandard 

inst which all proFe■aion■ of Tarah must ba meaaured. 

The more tr dition 1-minded look at Jewlah hi ■tory and ■ee a 
. . . 

Fix d sy tern handed down the generation■ by ■n unbroken chain of teacher■ 

But I ee ch nge. Ov the centurl•• thar■ have b■■n ■11 kind■ ar 

change• in the people' ■ und ■tandi'1a ar Tarah ■net any h•v• atrugal■d 

ov r ch reinterpret tlan. Twelve hundred ye.-■ ■ga • ar~up who c■-e. 

aept■d anly 1:h■ aut:harlty ar th■ wrltt■n 

d th T 1 ud1111:■ wlth hllv 

it 1 th T lmucli t w11:h ■ ■1■1 

1 h 

• 

,. 
I 

1-
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I look at the Jewish past and see constant change. Polygamy wa■ 

. 
an accepted Form of family structure in Bibli~al times; monogamy i ■ 

required today. The Temple was served by hereditary priests; in the ayna-

gogue priests had and have no signiFicant au~hority. The priests en-. 

ouraged, and most Biblical Jews enjoyed, worship Full of pageantry and 

.., . 
entered on sacrifices, but Biblical prophets like Hosea and Isaiah con-

emned such ritual as misplaced duty: "Who has asked or you to trample 

y courts?" The Pharisees aFFirmed the 'resurrection of the body and the 

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

Found all kinds of esoteric and kabbalistic ideaa in the Torah text and 

others who denied that these ideas were there at all. In the eighteenth 

century the Hasidic movement shaped itself around the charisma or· 

miracle-working saints, a practice which waa sh~rply denounced by mainline 

leaders who considered these wonder-working rebbea aa charlatan■ and at 

times ex-communicated their follower■• 

Modern liberal movements are not the fir■t to reed Torah and com■ 

to new understandings of its meaning■ • It'• been a ceaaelea■ proce••• 

Biblical law permits lav~y but limited bondage ta ■ix year■ • Rabbinic 

cher, made it clear that owning ■l■v•• ••• morally un■ccept■ble • . 

Citi a and trade had expanded. Fr•• l■bar had emerged~ A f're■ labor 

c01nomy w s now attainable ■nd th■ Torah ••• r■■d, cor■ctly ~ believe, •• 

. 
prote t against all form■ of' bondage, ■nd th■ p■rmi■■ion implicit in 

h old 1 w w a quietly di■c■rd■d. 

S1 very 1 no longer ■ politic■l probl I but wo■■n•• right■ w-e. 

Tr dit on 1 Judi ep rt d m n ■net wa en ln 1:h■ ■ynaaosau■ , f'arb■de ■ 

• • 
witn •• ln clvll a■■-■ 1 ■ncl ■-nctlf'led ■ex dlf'f'■ren-

• 
1 ted rol -- wom n of' v lar 1• one wha loolc■ w■ll · t:a 1:h■ ••~• af' her 

• 

ou hold, 1 1 quati th Boalc of' 

Tor 1 ph dlgnl nulna b1ogr-■ph1■• or• en . 
w • 

---· --·----------
-.-.,-~·•J,f~J r:naa= 
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prophetess Huldah. Some historians argue that the rather rigid pattern 

oF separation by sex, symbolized by the women's balcony in an orthodox 

synagogue, represents an understanding of Torah regress~valy affected 

by the harem mentality of the oriental world.· Certainly there is no rule 

in the Torah that a woman must be treated as an inferior-or limited to 

housewiFely roles; indeed, by a different exegesis, the equality of 

persons could have been derived From one element of the creation ·story: 

"male and Female created He them." 

- Why wasn't it? 

' 
Each generation not only reads out of Torah what is there to be 

discovered, but reads into Torah its needs and cultural preconceptions. 

The oriental and medieval worlds were places of rigid differentiation of 

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

J ever they appear in public. 

[ - What you say seems self-evident. Why didn't the rabbi ■ who 

shaped the Talmud recognize that they had changed the shape of Torah? 

Since one oF religion's major Functions ia to con■eorate value■ , 

the drive to declare certain principle• and practice■ fixed ror all 
. 

times is a powerful one. The myth of ~he Ten Commandment■ being chiael■d 

onto stone tablets la• highly vieual m■t■phor or thl■ runction. A 

religion isn't compelling or commanding when it'• ■lw■y■ -■ying, •perhap■ 1 

or "we'll have to see" . or "you mu■t m■ke up your own mind." Wh■t the 
. 

rabbis did was to hide ch■ng by in i■ting th■t the new ■■t■rl■l h■d 

lways been there. Thy id that there h■d been twa part■ ta th• 

.original revelation. Th written Tarah w■■ an• p1rt. The ath■r w■■ 

r ducec:I ta wrltlng but had be., P••••d an rraa 

Moses through the uthariz d 

on the be 1 or thl • lnla ~ 

had t ken th 

A bblnic Jud 

• • 

• • 

< 
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unFolding process through which even more reFined meanings are dia­

covered, but they denied that this procesa oF commentary ever eltered·the 

Fundamental structure oF Judaism. The task of' each generation we■ to 

apply the principles implicit in the covenant to whatever new situation■ 
• • I 

arose and to spin out ~-seamless web oF ~ommandments and concepts, all 

solidly based on the original revelation. The_rabbinic sages were Fond 

oF saying: "turn it (the Torah) over and t~n it over_again For every­

thing is in it." Nothing was man-made and, thereFore, f'allible; the way 

was God's, inFallible. Their comment■ and decisions were simply elabora­

tions oF what was either explicit or implicit in the text. An example: 

the Torah nowhere mentions that a minyan, ten adult malea, i ■ required 

For public worship. Critical scholarship would probably trace the minyan 

to the customary number required For· ~ quorum in We■t A■i■ u■ing ten 

Fingers so even illiterate■ could tally• quorun. Th■ aage■ . in■i ■ted 

J that God had speciFically decreed the minyan 1 and they f'ound ■ Torah text 

to prove the point: "how long shall I bear thi ■ evil congregation?" In 

/ this text God denounces the apiea who had warned the tribe■ not ta attack 

Canaan despite God's command to do aa. There were ten ■uch ■pie■ , rram 

which it Followed that God meant that ■ congregation ~ould con i ■t or 

t least ten. 

- Why weren't women counted? 

The Bible names the pie■ and th■y were ■11 men. Th■r■ were no 

Mt Haris among them. The real re■aan, or co~••• i ■ that women war■ 

not llowed to be part or the Judicial prac■••• 

Such commentary allowed you 1kn■w• tab■ Torah without ■ny ■en■■ . . 
. 

th -t you were t mpering with Tf?rah. If' there wa■ no ■p■aif'ia t•x~, th■ 

1 tt r oF the law wa allowed to giv• w■y ~ it■ irtf'orming ■pirit, but 

without ev r denying the law it■■lf'. It required ■ good bit of' ingenuity. 

x mpl: the Tor h require■ th■t ■11 debt■ be cancelled ■■ah -■bb■tlc■l 

.. 
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year, a rule which a~tempted to protect poor Farmer• F~om Felling hope­

lessly into debt iF they ~uFFered several bad ha~vests. UnFortunetely 

urban society emerged and, as money replaced bar~er as the baaia of trade, 

this rule became increasingly counter-productive. Yesterday' ■ reForma 
\ 

' 

, 
are oFten today's political headaches. As the remission year, the seventh 

year, approached, interest rates would rise oFten past the point where • 

Farmers could aFFord to borrow money For seed or merchants purchase goods 

For trade. More harm was done by this rule than help aFForded 1 so in 

the First century it was circumvented by careFully craFted legal devices 

written to saFeguard the letter oF Torah law and, at the same time, per­

mit debts to run through the year oF release. Those who created these 

legal Fictions were careFul to make it appear that the Tor.ah law we■ being 
I 

upheld For, aFter all, it was the sense oF Torah being e conatant and 

sanctiFied which gave the Torah tradition it■ authority. The ■imple 

truth is that, like it or not, institution• which do not change petriry 

and die, and ideas which are not rethought and re■haped become ir.relevant. 

- Your process emphasis is a difficult one to become· comfortable 

with. 

I know, and For that reason I've begun to move away rrom ueing 

the Familiar label, Judaiam. It eugge■t■ ■ rixed ■et or id••• end 

practices constant over time. In te■d, I've begun to u■e the term Torah 

tr dition which more acca.retely ■ugge■t■ the proce■■ or ongoing commen-

t ry on the original theme. 

- Plea e, b~ck to ■quare one. How can I Jew lr you·can•t tell me 

wh t 1 involved? 

- Another voice: You've called u■ a co ■unity or rate. That I . 
under tend. Given yo-.r ppro■ch,· lr w■'r■ alao a co.,.unlty or r■lth, wh■t 

do •• e beyond nti-• ltl- ■nd lar■■l? 

I n v know haw ta ■n .. .,. • q1Matlon t:hat bag1n■a wh■t doe■ 
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Judaism believe about ••• I can answer: this i• the way things were 

organized •in Biblical times and.this is the appr~ach taken in rabbinic 

times, and this is what I think. To talk.in terms oF pr~cesa, develop­

ment, growth, and the ·unFolding oF a religious tradition, the only way 

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

deFinition. 

When Karo prepared his encyclopedic manual, the political and 

cultural circumstances oF Jewish , liFe were everywhere medieval, so, 
l~d..~ 

although there were saintly Jews and ■ 1 ~e ones, learned men and il-

literates, Jewish liFe everywhere ~c~l'-~~t to essentially similar 

cultural and economic conditions and the Torah tradition had eve,:-ywhere 

essentially the same shape, nYdn t .. ■ ,l!llil tbtJ • 1 uaa ■ d6•1!•,-••■ ai9'a: ln 

madW\ls1 J • gbCRRO ,mggpgnntr ~1Ja1s • t:,_ a aMFlubiJ: • ia .. -¥e11•1, ·•111 id P'M Id D, mode■t 
t{Ano ~ 

F.gcna o5 pal?(fgawya.,wa• ass-.aell co•• :0J.glliti ••• PflVP•r• No longer. Same 
k~ t • ,-lv n~l .-.. -.:~J ~ L• ~ 

~ews l i >«e ;9t_~!'!'!i,,sf 'F &IN,~~• OdH t l'IW' N .. •"tY•ill!.1•·~1 uft:t -di arcpa11•~mu-

my ConFirmation class the concept oF religion. Once they under■tand re-

igion Functionally, •• we've talked about it, I a■k them ■ que■tion which 

would have been meaninglese in a ghetto community: li ■t the religion■ 

which have aFFected your live■• By then they realiz■ th■t Am..-ic■'• 

civil religion ha played ■nd continue■ to play ■ maJ?r rol■ with th ... 

nd that their controlling ■enee or purpo■e i ■ deriv■d ■t l ■a■t a■ Much 

From the aocial ecience and liberal ■rt■ a■ rro■ Torah ■nd Talmud. flwt 
. 

,/6ur under tending or Torah n■ce■■--lly ha■ be■n tran■ror••d • 
by the intellectu l current■ which ■h■pe u■• C■n you b■ ■urpri■•d that 

A bbl Silver look t the Tor■h quite dlPr■rently rro■ Rabbi K.-a? 

I a rabbi. I.,. aoM■ltted ta the Torah tr■dltlon •~d I ■gr■■ 

wl h ny tr dltion 1 r bblnla po■ltlon■ on Bod, pr■atlae, ■nd valu■■I 

y t, wh n I r d th v lau■ ■adern text■ whlah purport ta deac,rlb■ 

• 
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Judaism, I' oFten find myeel~ vigorously shaking my head. I would 
,· 

balance some ideas diFFerently and they present as Torah other ideas that 

I don't accept. Is this .heresy? Not at all. I'm not a maverick. 

When I was ordained I was not required to afFirm a particular catechism 

-
nor have I at any time been told to submit my writings to a superior' ■ 

censorship. The promise that I .. was asked -to make on that beastly hot 

June day was that I would conFront Torah with love and respect, with the 

respect oF one who was at home within its spirit and the love oF one 

who Felt close to the whole Torah Family. 

f l "'~ ~"°' 'f'~ ,.._ 1', t 
rn kero 1 s day writers oFten used the image or a tree a■ a meta-

phor to describe the organic development or Jewiah liFe. The seedling 

had been planted at Sinai; over the centuries the trunk had thickened 

as each generation added its underetanding■ or the Torah'• revelation, 

oF the basic aFFirmations ·oF God'• exiatence and onene••• Each age the 

tree's branches lengthened and thickened•• commentary added detail to 

such tenets as Free will, providence, rew rd and puni ■hment and th■ 

messianic promise. Each spring the tree came into lear and ■hed it■ 

. . 
leaves each fall as communitie• developed cu■tom■ appropriate ta their 

circumstances and then, under new circun■tanc■■, changed ar ■bandon■d 

them. Customs changed but not th■ ba■ic teaching■ • 

The image i an attractive an■ Par tho■■ who dr■w ■ncaa.r_■geftl■nt 

From the idea of eternal veriti•• Par, accardlna ta th■ lm■g■ •■k■r■ , 

the tree had retained it■ origln■l ■h•P•• But I que■tlan thl■ ■■t■phar' ■ 
. 

u Fulneaa a deecrlption or wh■t actually aca~r■d. l■agln■ Ma■■■ · 

urrected among u nd an• vi■lt to th■ a■t tr■dlt1an■l ■yn■aagu■ • 

n the re. A k your 1r wh■t hl• r■■atlon would b■ ta what h■ would 

ea nd hear ar the religion h■ h■lp■d rounc:1. 8yn■gagu■■ d■v■lap■d 

thou and year Ma■-■' ■ • 
,. ' ... 

th n thirteen hundr d y~-"■ l■■t. 

• 
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-
IF I took Moses to the Ark and opened the ■er-all which bear■ hie name, 

. 
he could not read it. The Tor-ah script, though antique, usea an alpha-

bet which was developed several centuries aFter hi• death. Nor would he 

recognize the scroll itaelr since the Torah did not achieve it■ present 

form until after the Babylonian Exile. ,~~r,1\-r 

In my thinking I have replaced the tree m~e th the river model. 

I look on the Torah tr-edition ea, indeed, I look on all the major re-
., 

ligious traditions, es a mighty river, aey the Misaia■ippi. Th~ Miaai-

ssippi begins es a small stream Feeding ■ clear-water Minnesota lake and 

flows several thousand miles to the GulF or Mexico. The Tor-eh begin• 
i 

in an event, the Exodua, end in a revelation at Sinai, whoae substance 

we cannot Fully recover, and Flow■ down three thousand year■ to our day. 

I doubt that many oF the molecule■ oF water which emerge at the river' ■ 

source actually reach the GulF. Some are liFted orr by evaporation. 

Farmers pipe water For irrigation. Cities draw water to ■upport their 

poouletion. Other water■ mix into the atream -- A■in Fall• and tribu­

taries mingle with the original ■tream. Much or what exi ■ted in Mo•••'• 

day is no longer, but the mighty ■tream rlow■ an. 

The Miaaisaippi 1 ■ ■ingle river but a■ it r1aw■ it change■ it■ 

aspect. Sometime■ it run■ calmly For ■ile■ , at oth.- ti••• it race■ 

through rocky rapid. In J■wi ■h lire th.-e have been quiet ■nd unevent­

Ful centurie and time■ or dr■matia change. I aan locate the Mi■■i ■■ippi 

on the map and I c■n bath• in it■ water■ but I cannot deny it■ chang■Ful 

n ture. The Ml 1 ippi Flow■ in ■ ■ingle direction, c:lr■wn an by the 

fell oF the l nd nd the ■pin or the e.-d,, by Bad' ■ hand. The J■wi■h 
• 

experienc Flow■ into hi ■tary, .-awn an by oh■nglng tl•••• th• changing 

need or Jewi■h lire, 

of th p t, but 1■ 

. , 

ad1 ■ ara•• out 
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idioms oF Jewish liFe. SpeciFic holiday■ · and the Sabbath are mandated 

by the Torah, but we celebrate them diFFerently than the ancient Israel­

ites did and we interpret Torah language to other purpose■• The peat he■ 

Force. The current Flows in one direction, but it i• • Torah which 
- . 

speaks to our needs and interests to which-we respond. I remember being 

shocked when I took my First university course in~Bible end a noted 

scholar described the Israelite religion to us. I had thought or Bibli­

cal Judaism es much like my own. It was not. My Torah ia the product or 

three thousand years or sensitive living end commentary, not the early 

First millenium text which my teacher outlined For me. 

We are not the First generation ta be ■ware that we no longer 

understand the Torah ae our ance■tar■ did. · The ■econd-century sage, 
. 

Akiba, insisted that not only every aentence ■nd phra■e had meaning, but 
I 

every letter, and even the white pace around the letter■ • A midr■■h 

oF the time describes Mose•' hearing oF Akib■'• ram■ , ~i•iting one or 

hi lectures, and being utterly puzzled by interpretation■ or Torah 

which were completely roreign to him. Modern interpretation■ ■re not 
. 

the First to mark a radical break with rabbinic under■t■nding■ which had 

been accepted For centurie■• We've already remarked on the r■ct that 

the Torah stipulate 
• 

capital puniahment· f'or • variety of' crime■ but 

r bblnic law di our■ged it. Th■ rabbi■ did not ■top teaching th■ old 
-

law; but they rerined the concept of' du■ proc■■■ ao •• to ■h■rply limit 

P ,.. n• xpa to th• d■■th p■nalt)fl ■nd they were ao ■ucc■■■f'ul in 

their org niz tian of' the Judicial pr-aa■- that lt CIIM■ ta be ■■id that 

r bbinic caa.rt which a r.ied aw• d■■dl ■■ntenae in• a■nt&.r)f ••• • 

murderau court. 

Jut th • -..-.J■a• t:a v■rlau■ lclnd■ af' 

int rpr t tlan, 

aeal■lan 

t. 

.• I 
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as much on his understanding of the spirit or the law•• on ita letter -

so Jewish liFe has been inconsistently consistent. Kabbalista have reed 

into the Torah incredible descriptions oF God'• nature. Mesaianiat■ found 

in Torah the exact date oF the final judgment. Philosophers discovered 

the Aristotelian categories. 

Gershom Sholem has deFined the quintessential Jewish activity 

as Talmud Torah, as the process oF commentary on the original revelation, 

as the search For unexpected wisdom and we continue the search becau■e 

it continues to be productive. A Jewish service, unlike say a Quaker 

meeting, is not an expectant silence, •~ the worshipper■ await inspira-

tion, but Talmud Torah, reading, commentary, an exploration of a multi-

Faceted tradition. Some religiou■ tradition■ cHang~ over time a■ the 

- . 
inspired bring new words. Once the Torah was published, it we■ not to 

be amended; so Judaism has emphasized progre■aive and in■pired commentary 

rather than progressive· revelation. 

- But today's changes are radical on••• I keep thinking or how 

my grandFather would have reacted to• woman rabbi or . ■ bare-headed 

congregation. 

We have the capacity ■nd th■ need to build dam■ and change the 

course oF rivers. There ■re three time■ •• m•ny people on earth•• · 

• 

there were at the turn .of the century. We have · to u■• . • river•• water 

nd power more effectively and do ■o bec■u■e our technology allow■ u■ 

to. We're in the procea■ or · changing the whole c.onte~t ar hunan lire. 

Mo t people are no longer clo • to th■ land.. Urb■n liP■ , crowding, 

computer chip, longevity, in tant■neou■ co■munlc■tlan, ~• knawl■dg■ 

xplo ion have created new timull, new ch■lleng■■ ■net ■ new ■nvlrarw■nt, 

nd our theologie mu t t■k■ ■ v■rlety ar new prabl ■ lnta can■ld■r■tlon •. 

Blame Dr. Ein■t■ln. W■ c■n na lang■r think canaeptually wltha--
. . 

t king into account th■ ra 1:h dl an■lon - tl •• ■nd di• ■1 ·ant ar tl■• 

• 

• 
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Forces us to question ell cleima to immutability. Until quite recently_ 
I 

philosophers were conFident that such concept& as justice, Freedom, end 

duty could be truly and Finally deFined; and, once · deFined, such Formu- · 

letions could be applied to all situatiqna. Today the dimension or · 

time, the perspective oF the observer, must always be considered and 

. 
dialectical though~ has replaced Fixe~ systems. We move in a world 

governed by the concepts oF development and dialectical proces~. 

Unless we are prepared to cavalierly override all the norms aF 

c ritical discourse and content ourselves with the ~rgument that re­

l igion alone, among human activities, is impervious to the Flow oF liFe, 

t he only way we can intelligently discuss religious Faith i ■ to discus■ 

i t as a process. We have seen that rabbinic Judaiam inaiat■ that, 

t hough the revelation is Full and known, For the Tarah exi ■ta, yet men•• 

comprehension oF revelation is never complete. The essential and· un­

ceasing Jewish activity is commentary, the exploration or Torah which 

all ows the explorer to plumb new depths. It wa■ ■ conviction or the 

rabbis that, were Jews to study the Tarah until the Me■■iah come■, they 

woul d not understand it all, so one or th• teak■ the Polklore •••igned 

Eli jah when he announces the coming or that worthy 1• to re■olve the 

moot points that have _escaped our ingenuity and learning. 

- But what about revelation? Did God give Mo■e■ 'the Torah~ 

Whe~ a craFtsman throw■ a pot and then_bake■ it in ■ kiln~ the 

·. 

clay i transFormed rrom an ide■ into ■n object which exl ■t■ independently 

of the potter. Some compare the Tarah ta auah a pat. · They ■- to think 

th t God dictated the Tarah acroll and th■t it now exl ■t■ ■p.-t f'ro Gad. 

Th t • not my under tending. Gad c■rv,ot b■ aapw-■ted f'ra■ Hl■ ward • 
• 

Torah 1 not n object independent of' God but th■ ward af' Gad continually. 

merg ing ■nd d pendant on Hi • God ■nd Hi■ Tarah -,ct •• ■nc:1 Bad'• Tar■h 
• 

e ■lw y■ in di lactic r l■tianahlp. 

• 
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When I'm asked iF I believe in revelation my answer ia yea end 

my belieF rests an the mysterious power af" the Tarah text ta remain 
. 

inFormative and challenging. And I'm net eFraid to cell that absolutely 

unique capacity, no other ancient text has it, divine. 

- I think oF religion as teaching -truth. IF the Tarah tradition 

isn't true, wasn't revealed, why bother with it? 

The question is not ia the Bible true, but in whet sense is it 

true. There was no six-day Creation. Noah's erk did net lend on Mount 

Ararat. The Torah's description or the architecture aF the Tent ar 

Meeting does not disclose cosmic secret■• No Torah text contains in 

secret code the date when the Messiah will arrive. The Tarah i ■ net 

an all-inclusive encyclopedia. Yau will not Find E = MC2 anywhere ~n 

its texts. · ~hat you will Find ia wisdom, hope, and the power ta ■timu­

late endless religious creativity. 

The Jew says easily: 1Thi• i• the Torah which Mase■ received Fram 

God on Mount Sinai.' The Christian aFFirma that God sent down Hi ■ only 

son to take on HimselF the world'• in■ end that the record and meaning 

oF Christ's mission ia recorded in the goapel■ end in Paul'• letter■• 

The Muslim insists that the angel Gabriel ·brought Mohammed the Book or 

Revelation end that th Kor■n r■pr■■ent■ ■ true copy or Gad'• book in 

God's own language. 
.. 

- What about the truth claim? 

I under tend why you•r■ unco rort■bl■ when I augg■■t that our 

-peel 1 and pri lng wor-d ■y not be the•truth, th■ whole truth, ■nd 

nothing but the truth. One of' the vlrtu•~ of' ■ny religion 1 ■ th■t it 

confirm v lu y t • We a-Dl■ 01.r llv•• an that conf'lra■tlon ■nd 

went tor 1 who ~•ache■ ■n unclergr-■du■te 

Vy 00 1 on -·· -
thro h er talc•■ f'or-
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granted that the Torah was not given to ~oaea in ·ita present Form or that 

' 
the Gospel documents .were written and edited long aFter the events they 

purport to describe; in brieP, that the truth is not what ~hey were 

taught in Sunday School. 

Actually, truth is not all it's generally made out to be. The · 

. 
Gospel o~ John promises, "You shall know the truth and the truth shall 

make you Free," and the thought is oFten quoted; but, iF you analyze the 

idea, it clearly exaggerates truth'• value. I know _the medical danger■ 

involved in smoking and that I won't Fall From an observation deck, but 

knowing isn't enough to Free me from an addiction or a phobia. 

Truth comes From a vocabulary or Fixed term■ which are now denied 

to us. Modern philosophy suggest■ that the only truths or whoae accuracy 

we are certain are those which .apply to ay■tem■ which are our own ·crea­

tions, like mathematics. When we deal with nature end human na~ur•, 

which are God's creationa, we can describe procea■, 'how•, but we can't 

explain purpose, 'why'. Our truth■ ere at beat partial explanation■• We 

will never be able to exheuat ell aspect■ or reality. I Pind the Torah 

tradition. sensitive, ugge■tiva, wi ■•• It oPPer■ me important hint■ about 

the mystery we cell reality, but it doe■ not reveal to me th■ whole truth. 

- Doesn't it bother you that you•r• not ■ure? ·I like to have 
. . 

ev rything clearly laid out • 
. 

Not re lly. Almo t ■very deci ■lan we m■k■ ■nvolve■ • Judgment 

call end 1 in that en e • rialc. Alalc add■ excitement to lire. In many 

. 
w ya not knowing the whole truth 1 ■ b■tt_.. rar u■• At l•■■t, Bod ■u■t 

h ve thought . 

Peopl 

bell F of' oth 

work of' st"· 

n vit bly co 

the C • ta 

inc■ He built d■ni■l eah■nl-■ into our p■ych••• 
• 

who believe they po■■-•• t:h■ truth inevitably ■■crib■ the 

• to congenital lna■p■alty, lnvinalbl• ignar■na■ , or th• 

When 'trut:h1 ■ntar■ • aaal••~• bl•t-,,. .. and dlvl■ion 

in it■ r■i • bloodied baa...,.• or 

ellglone. 
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- How can you take thi ■ po■ition? Doesn't the aynagogue aervic• 

include a prayer which begins: "True and enduring la the word which you 

have spoken through your prophet •• "? 

Worship seeks to set a con¥irmatory mood. We need to feel the 
) • 

validity oF Torahic ideas beFore we'll -•et on them, ~ut Jewish thought we■ 
• 

ever consclous oF another text in Deuteronomy which I've already quoted 

to you: "My thoughts are not your thoughts, says the Lord." Any Formu:­

lation by us oF Torah is at best tentative. 

To suggest, as i have, that the Scripture ia not literally true i ■ 

not to argue that its themes are False or have been deceitfully propo■ed. 

I marvel at the Torah's continuing ability to reFract ideas oF tran■-

Forming power, ideas which entered ■ people' ■ consciouanea■ at a particular 

time and aFFected, and continue to ■¥Feet, the live■ of million■• 

Sophisticates oF a generation ~a tended ~o diami ■■ talk of revelation a■ 

the invention oF priest■ or the delusion of fanatic■ , but our generation 

has rediscovered the sources of perception and in■ight which lie behind 

and beyond reason. We acknowledge aource■ of under■tanding · which ar• 
. 

lodged in the imagination and in the uncon■clou■ rather than in th• 

r tional intellect. An ■rti ■t paint■ with hi■ l•agin■tion, hi■ ■oul, •• 

much s with hia mind. W■ h■v■ l ■■rnt th■t tho■■ 'truth■', wh■t I'v• 
. 

b en calling the "special ■nd ■u-prl ■lng ward■",c■n tr■n■for11 • ■oci■ty 

nd that they emerge rrom th■ d■ep well or ln■plr■tion r■th■r than Pro■ 

the limited rang or lDliillc■l thought. 

- But how do w■ know 1P • ·r■llgian•• arprl■lng •••■-a• 1■ tru■? 

Ther you a 
• 

work 1 tru? Yau 

·cultivation or 

ppli tar 11 1 "• 

1 • A 

n•t, but you a 

■t■ , 

'• 
• 

How do you know 1P • ■■■t■r­

lcnow, ■1th.,. by ln■tlnat .or by the 

,, 
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instinctive agreement. Instinctively we knew the Torah to be a master-

piece, end we conFirm our assumption by tracking ita record over time. 

·I like to use word■ like perception, insight, heightened con­

sciousness which ere not so imperiou■ in their implication■ aa truth and 

verity and allow me to appreciate the ~pirit and the mind of those who 

do not share my belieFs. Perception and insight are not necessarily 

limited to one religion any more than Shakespeare•• or Beethoven'• 

genius exhausted the possibilities oF great literature or grand music. 

I prize my Torah experiences and have been ennobled by them, but, since 

I don't claim that they exhaust all truth, I can see other religion■ 

as oFFering en inspiring vision. 

- IF the Torah la so Full of .old thing■ and no longer believed 

things, why not scrap the old text end start frellh? 

We can't redo what haa been. There i ■ no rea■on to. Torah i ■ ■ 

continuum not a conclusion. Moreover, no one can ■elF-conaciou■ly writ■ 

a scripture. However noble the thought■, it would end up being a book of, 

Fine themes, but not rorah. Book■ of Scripture have aomething divine, ■ 

. 
special compelling power about them, the power that tran■farm■ ■ ■oci■ty. 1 

. . 

The rabbis said Torah Or■h 1 th■ Tarah i■ ■n uncea■ing aource of light 

which has the remarkable ■nd my■teriou■ ability ta continue to ■had 

enlightenment. 

- You have located divinity within the vital farce ar th■ tradi­

tion. The Torah •Y• "■nd God apok•"• There•• ■ dirr ... ence. 

The inve tig■tion■ of P'reuc:I, Jung, Eli■d• ■nd ■ hast: of' other■ 
. 

have helped u ••• th■t our f'■ther■ were wre■tl;l·na ~1th the li■lt■tion■ 

of' l•ng~ege wh n they ■■id un■elf'-aonaclau■lya "Thua 1111y■ Clad." How · 

1 & xpr •• their artaln~y t:t•t ~ had ■1111n whn they h■d not known 

b f'or? Haw 1 ■- exp,-■- dw,..,.., a•talM~ whlah al■■red up con-

l'u lan? Af't • f'lrn a..-.. ln lbllaal 
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dismiss Scripture as an antiquated coll~ction of myths and _legends. It 

was Martin Buber who taught me to see Torah•• the record oP a eeriea or 

meetings between Israel end God during which our Fathers opened them- . 

selves Fully to the mystery oF the divine and apprehended something oP · 
, . ) 

that mystery. Though they described the experience with words, "and 

God spoke", fthis is the vision oF. •• •, what they experienced could no't 

really be expressed. How oFten have you worried over a decision and 

thought you had put it out of your mind only to Find that the pieces came 

I 

together when your conscious mind waa busy with another problem. The 
I 

prophets were not babblers who, in some drugged haze, said anything 

that came into their minds, but sober and responsible citizen■ w~~ 

puzzled long ~nd hard over the condition■ oF their live■ and discovered 

sometimes to their own amazement that the piece■ came together in an . 

unexpected vision. Revelation i• not ■n invention oP crafty prie■t■ 

~~signed to discourage the laity From a king too m■ny ·que■tian■, but ■ 

word which describes a people'• aurpriae t aame unexpected and powerPul 

insights into the human condition. 

- _My rabbi ha•• Few theme■ which he c■ll ■ Biblical: the onen••• 

• 
oF God, human dignity, aaci ■l ju■tica, ■nd he weave■ hi ■ preaching ■round 

them. If the Torah reduce■ · it elP to 111.10h g■n--■l tar■■, it'• mar■ th■n 

mewhat vague and hardly di■tinctive. Ar■ you ■-ying th■t th• Torah 

t elf i not true but that it■ inror■lng ■plrlt i• true? 

I believe there i ■ ■n lnPor Ing aplrlt in the Tar•h but I'• 

. pe king of'• Far mor ■ophl•tlc■t■ct lntarpr-etlv■ prac••• th■,:- ■b■tract-

ng f w higt,- unding -t •• and deal.-1ng th ta be th• whale of' Bad'• 

word. Torah comment y 1 pll•• a P■apea1: Por the text lt■■lf' and c■r■f'ul 

xemin■tion or 11 it■ 1 pllc■tlana. Traclltlanally, th1■ approach wa■ 

•• di■ llvl...a ward 

aF God. 

• 

' 
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Midrash testif'ies to the encompassing quality oF the Torah tradi­

tion since, by its very being, it testiFies to the mysterioua vitality of 

the text. IF the Torah is God's word,· every word and thought must be 
I 

spiritually signif'icant. Since each age emphasized diFFerent meaning■ 

and virtues, the search, the process oF midrash, is ceaseless, active 

as long as there are believers. 

- I'm no authority, but doesn't the midrash, there are collection■ 

or this material, aren't there, contain conf'licting interpretations? 

Midrash was published by a process of' accumulation and little at­

tempt was made at systematic editing. The Torah tr:adi tion has no 

problem with interpretive inconsistency. Variety oF interpretation rein­

Forces the idea that the Torah is inFinitely suggeative, in that .sense 

special, surprising, mysterious, divine. These inconsi ■tencie■ ■imply 

reveal that each oF us looks on Torah with hi ■ own. eye■ and mind; we 

are inconsistent, not God • 
.. 

Besides, what· is the -virtue of' consistency? The r■bbi ■ • ■ntici­

pated Emerson's "A f'ooliah con~istency ia the hobgoblin or: little mind■" 

when they wrote, rboth this statement and another of different import 

c n be seen a& the word■ oF the living Gad.' Life 1 ■ full ~f contre-
. 

diction, consequently the neetne■■ of ■ mor■l or phila■aphic ■y■tem doe■ 
' 

not prove it truth. 

- B ck to quare one again. If Tarah 1 ■ can~inuau■ly · in th■ 

procea of becoming, haw c■n I ever know wh■t it t■■ch■■? 

By tudy, thoughtful refl■atlan ■nd envalv .. ~nt ln the caMfflunlty. 

IF you r far• brl ■f ■net ■uf'flai■nt ■t■t■-ent af. b■■la Jud■l-, 

I can't glv you an whlah will g■ln g■n■r■l ■gr■--■nt. When th■ Tarah 

it ar lt • dlrr■r-■nt picture. 

I 

A 11 t DY • fflllWl .. 1 Hlraah, Z■ah■rl■■ -

F nlc 

book 

• 
Hlraat, dtlf'■ndad th■ ■ 
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Orthodox tradition. Zacharias Frankel advocated slow, deliberate change. 

Samuel Hirsh championed radical reForm. Each ·said some interesting 

things about the nature oF the Torah tradition, ~utan outsider reading 
. . 

these three books would have wondered if they were describing the same 
) 

religion. Each saw what he was prepared to see, and none succeeded in 

deFining any objective criteria which would enable another researcher· L 

to arrive at his conclusions. 

Their contemporary and countryman, Henrich Graetz, the moat 

Famous nineteenth century historian of the Jewish people, reviewed their 

. 
works in a programmatic essay, "An Introductior, to History", in which 

he clearly demonstrated that each had read into the Torah tradition 

exactly what he was prepared to Find there. Samuel Hirllh, the great 

liberal, described Judaism as open-minded, non-dogmatic, this-worldly, 

committed to civic reForm. Samson Raphael Hirsch, whpse major accomp­

lishment was to provide a philosophic baaia For a modern orthodoxy, 

described Judaism as an all-embracing and ennobling rul■ which delineated 

God's will and so allowed man to lead a good and re■pon■ible lif'e. 

Frankel tried to balance the■• oppo■ing view■ by ■uggeating the role of' 

the community in establishing the meaning of' Torah. Graetz deacribed 

the three work a impre■■ioni ■tic ■tudie■, e■■enti■lly the work of' 
. 

connoisseur-a with good •Y•• but •lbJective ta■te■ • Their dp■criptian■ 

were insightful, contradictory, and per■anal. How could it be other-

. 
wi e? When you wi111 in th■ rivar you••• only yoa.r ■tr■tch of' w■t■r ' ■nd 

the near bank. 

' 

d 

Let III illu tr t■ 1:h■ palm:. Parh■p■ you h■v■ h■■rd p■apl■ ■■y Iii 
• 

that Jud 1 l thl warldl~ 1n 1•• arl■ntatlon,. 
. 

M■ny Jew■.-. af' th■ 

impr lan 1■ wl'dl H■-v■n ■nd -.mh thing■ 

nd Jud l l••••• Gad•• "r■vlvar 

t:hl■ world •• 1 
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a corridor into the World to Come' • . The modern synagogue has leFt 
I 

hell-Fire behind, but not ~he~word■ that praise God aa reviver oF the 

dead. IF anybody says to me: thie 1• Judaism, thie ia Torah-true, 
• 

everything else is False, I must ask: whoee Judaism ere you talking about? 

The Judaism oF Akiba? The Judaism oF Mose■? The Judaism oF the-~aal 

Shem Tov? The Judaism oF Daniel Silver? It' ■ preci ■ely the developmental 

aspect oF the living tradition, and anything alive 1 ■ constantly and 

necessarily in Flux, which limits any interpretetor•a ability to exp~eaa 

the range, depth, and sensitivity, not to speak oF the contradiction■ or 

the Torah experience. I love the Biblical phrase, "a Fountain oF living 

waters." It suggests the inFinite depths, the ever-preeent but changing 

present, and the enlivening aepect oF Torah to thoae who will peuee to 

look and drink. 

Another related example. Many modern Jew■ like to think or the 

Torah tradition as appreciative or our physical•• well•• ■piritu■l 

natures end as applauding love and sex nat&..ral. The Torah, they claim, 

nd correctly so, does not mandate celibacy or regimen■ or denl ■l or 

monasticism, and they contr■■t thi■ po■ition ravorably to religion■ which 

ncour ge scetic devotion■ •. None or th~ Torah'• commandment■ ■peclric­

lly require any rorm or ■■cetiai- ar ortirlc■tion. They.-. quick to 

point out th t ri ••• tr■■ted •• K1cldu■h1~, • ■■natlric■tion1 ■nd . 
h rabbi g n an y■ia■l Intl acy •• on■ or lire•• bl••••d 

JOY • But th t 

z ri haly ■n, who dld not cut 

ordinary ala-,••• Daring r r, 
• 

r co- 0 

0 

h ■vent:h and 

M■l onld■■ 



r - . ' 
. . - . -"' ~ ,. 411, -'~ 

' 115 • : " . . • • 
. . . 
• 

. . 
.• 

possible. Throughout the-Middle Agee the Kabbaliats encouraged Fee:ting 

and mystical exercises. Some oF the Hasidic rebbea and Muser leaders or 

Eastern Europe Followed·a regimen aF vigils and regular Festa. Any number 

oF medieval manuals were published describing a way aF denial which lead■ 

to holiness. Asceticism was not· the Torab tradition'• major theme but, 

c learly, it was not . an inconsequential er heretical one. 

As a living tradition rather the~ a deFined doctrine, Jews needed 

their leaders to be scholars rather than-ecclesiastics. Many tradition■ , 

t end to Find leaders among charismatics and it la net unusual Far the 

barely literate to be seized by the Holy Spirit and ta be accorded 

preaching authority. Some Talmudic rabbia and Hasidic rebbea were Faith 

hea lers and charismatic Figures; but,among Jew■ , charisma without learn­

ing was suspect. The rabbi's traditional role wae ·ta adjuet Torah to 

community need and to develop their community'• understanding or what the 

Torah required and taught. Their authority derived ultimately From their 

contro l oF Torah, not From the zeal oF their piety. Piety•~• aaaumed 1 

. 
but charisma without learning was suspect. O.riental Jew■ ca'iled their 

leader Hacham, wise one~ Whan Etropean Jew■ called their leader rabbi, 

they meant one qualiFied ta teach Torah. 

- A complaint: You talk•• ir chang• inevitably lead• ta progre••• 

I'd hard l y call the rabbinic ■ttitud• toward■ women · ■n improvement ov.-
, 

th Bib l ic 1 pproach. How do•• know that today•• change■ are for the . 
b tt r? 

We don't. Progr • 1 ■ • hop•, nat ■ r■■llty. How many ar u■ 

could cl i m that our naw.l and ■tarl■ll■t genar■tlan bring• mar■ 

h cl n ltivlty ta• l■-r ■1• r■l■tlantlhlp■ than aa■■ ■■rli■r gen.-■-

. 
nd d hlch raaD1n1D ■naaurag■d. On■ af' th■ co■pelllng 

f tLr af' r l an • ~-e,-■ ~~it, you plolc up ■ttltuc:le■ 

nd v 1 k ■t your aa••• aanv■ntlanal 
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Chapter 6 

THINK BOLDLY - BUT THINK 

It had been a sunny outdoors afternoon end conversation began· 

with a comment From an aide. 
} 

- My old sabbath school principal called me the other day and 

asked me to be a substitute teacher. I agreed and was surprised by the 

changes. We had Hebrew and History classes, they still do; but now there 

are sessions in Hebrew lettering and Jewish cooking. One group spent 

part oF the morning carpentering a wooden ark. 

Religious schools now empha■ize Jewish experience■, Hebrew camps, 

Israeli dance Festivals, and ehul-ins~ e• well a■ cour■e work, on the 

sensible grounds that the only way to appreciate the rull range or what 

it means to be a Jew is to "jew": to celebrate Sukkot, to correspond with 

a Soviet refusnik, or to spend time on a kibbutz or moahav. 

A generation ago most Jew• lived in a Jewish environment, ~•wing' 

c me naturally end the religioua school aimply explained the Jewi ■h world 

th t t h e child was living in end gave him the tool to take rull advan-

t ge of its activities. Today• child grow■ up in• ~ragmented environ­

m nt . Hi home 1 a middle-cl■• place, an Am.,..ic■n place,• televi ■ion 

pl c , public school place, well••• Jewi■h place. Hi• parent■ may 

b d epl y committed but their commitment m■y be entirely civic ■nd the 

child m y not recogniz that bo d m■mb.,..■hip in ■ aoci■l agency 1 ■ • 

form oF Cjewing.• Hi world l ■ th■ public ■chool and Little League•• 

w 11 S bb th School. Unle■■ the r■llgiou■ ■chool provide■ • Sukk■h 

t■■t• their Pl■vor end color. A■■ re■ult, 

m ny you t:r■dltlan •• ■ eat or di■ bodied 

d h c h ve 

w r tu 1 
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There is an old sew that Feith ie caught, not taught. In met•era 

spiritual the heart rules the heed. One powerFul experience that touches 

the heart is worth countless explanations. 

- I know what you mean. Distant cousins came From Israel to 

visit. Until then I'd never seen concentration camp numbers tetooed on 

anyone's wrist. She still had hers. I'd read about the Holocaust, but 

it wasn't real to me, iF you know whet I mean. Now it ia, end I know 

why Jews must survive. 

- I went to a small college in a smell town. There were Few oF 

us and my roommate tried to convert me. 'I'd never been challenged beFore. 

OeFending myself, I discovered I really cared. 

Commitment is essential to religious involvement. Comprehen■ion 

is not. I teach in the Department oF Religion oF a local univer■ity and, 

as you would expect, my courses Focus on Jud■i ■m. Mini ■ter■ and nun■ 

have been among my best students. Their p~ev.iou■ training heightened 

their ability to assimilate theological ideas and to put them into per­

spective. I hope they have gained ■ome appreciation oF the Torah tradi­

tion, but I'm sure that nothing they learned changed their be■ic loyal­

ties nor did I intend it to. 

I took out• copy of The Jewiah Catalogue I happened to have in 

my briefcase. 

A Few years ago• group oF rolk rrom the h■vurah movement pub-

li hed thi volume which they deacribed a■ "a eta it yoa.r■elr kit, .. de­

igned to open option For per■onal Jawi ■h creativity and contempor.-y 

utilization of th■ rite and ritual■ or Jewillh lire." ~orgiv• them the. 

j rgon. What they or, d and wh■t people eagerly accepted - th• book'• 

le w s a minor p lillhlng pheno anon - ••• ■ ■tep-by-■tep guide to 

wa a way to do J wl ■h thing■ r■th.- than 1:a h■ve th done ror you1 and 

the au hor gu d ,, tlvely tlhat awuh exp.-lena■• .,.. gen.-■lly the 
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First step in developing religious awareness. 

The success oF The Jewish Catalogue was a Fascinating phenomenon 

For many reasons, not the least of which waa that it seemed to signal 

the end of an ere during which the Torah'a · preaumed reeaonableneae and 

. 
the social value oF its commandments were held to be major aelling 

points. Rabbis of a generation beFore mine praised the dietary laws•• 

a primitive but effective means of controlling Food-transmitted diaeaaea. 

They described the Sabbath day ea the world'• First labor law. Yom 

Kippur's annual spiritual examination we& equated with the annual 

physical. They argued that the mitzvot were utilitarian and that, there­

fore, it was a reasonable decision to be .involved with Jewiah practice. 

- If the commandments are purely practical and Functional, why 

should anyone keep them up when there are up-to-date technique■ which 

would achieve better results? Why do you need the Sabbath in a eociety 

where the five-day week ia commonplace? 

The answer is that you don't ■nd th t th■ commandment■ are not 

purely utilitarian rules. The dietary law■ may have helped Jew■ ■void 

certain intestinal problem, but urely modern Food inapection program■ . 
re broader in scope and more ■Ffective. 

The Food commandment■ war■ not d■■ign■d •• pure Food or drug 

law, b ~asp rt of ancient I.-a■l'• campaign ag■in■t idolatry. Jew■ 

w r no to eat the nim■l• which e.-ved •• th■ tote111■ or th■ god■ of 

I r el' neighbor le tit •• •• 1f' they w■r■ ■nvolv■d in • p■g■n 
r tuel. Any hygi nic v■lu• wa■ ■n ■xp■ct■d ■id■ ■f'f'■ct. Th■ Sabbath 

not imply 1 bor 1 •• but p t of' • aono t■cl ■tt pt ta ■llgn 
• 

th wor hipp with God' ■ own 1■, • y■t lou■ but ■■-■ntl■l 

p rt of a bro d r f' • 
- I thl h you h r■llglon•• 

par t nd 



120 

In part. The Sabbath remain■ the Sabbath~ a religio~• obligation, 

even For those who live in a society which operates with a forty-hour 

week. It deFines "jewing." In the Middle Ages some philosopher& divided 

the Biblical commandments between those of obvious aociel function -

leaving the gleanings For the poor - and those social benefit■ could not J 

be explained - the prohibition oF wearing a garment woven of various 

threads; but all thinkers agreed that any explanation of our laws did 

not exhaust their intent. LiFe needs form and holiday■ and rituals pro­

vide structure. 

- Are you saying that it doesn't matter what the rules are? 

Not at all. The philosopher• Found social utility in moat of 

the laws. I'm arguing that the law exists because of it■ social benefit 

and because one oF the weys religion order• our live• ia by providing 

guiding Forms. 

- Are you saying that inexplicable rule ere better then the 

reasonable ones? I won't do what doe■n't make ••n■e. 

But you do. We all do. Birthday■, memorial ■, courte ie■ , the 

w y we set a table, the day we cha•• ror Thankagiving. Every peraon, 

F mily culture and religiou■ treditio~ muat have it■ own identity, form, 

n me, a pecial feel. There' ■ a value to th• national anthem before ■ 

b 11 game and to the conventional 001.rt■■l•• though there 1 ■ no r■a■on a 

ong of a greeting mu■t have th■ ror■ it h••• I' ■i■ply r■p■■ting what 

Proverb ugge ted long 01 "Th■ hearth•• re■ac,n■ of' which the 11ind 1• 

ignorant.• 

I returned ta the river et hor. Thr• are three ••Y• ta•••• 
river: t"ram • 0 er f't, f'ra 1:h• rlv.,.. b or •• ■ ■-1• er f'ra■ w■ter 

1 V 1. Fram you C n look .. ..,. 1• aweep of' J■wi■h hi ■tary • 

The outline a th riv 1 ■ 1 ,1 • ~DU o■n•t pick up any 

n e a th d f' • , • vagetatian an 

it b y h or -■11 
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or hear. 

From the bank you can see a Few miles each way. Details are 

clearly defined, but whet is around the bend is hidden. You're still 

an observer though the river, or part of it, is close at hand. You 

can sense its presence and hear it■ flow, but not feel the water against 

your skin. 

The swimmer sees only a few yards in each direction but he is 

a live to the river. He feels the current pull him along and find■ the 

wa ter refreshing against his body. The Jewish Catalogue i• a primer 

fo r those who want to learn to swim. It'• a 'how to• book that leave• 

abstractions on the shore. 

- On the one to ten scale I'm a two or three Jew. ·1 went to re-

ligious school and I go to services on Yom Kippur. I came here to be 

with friends as much as for the talk. I've round the diacu■aion intere■t-

. 
ing but, no offense meant, it was only talk until we held hand laat 

ight around the camp fire and sang Hebrew Folk ■onga. I Felt then I'd 

like t o be a six or seven Jew. 

Religious commitment ia like love. IF you were ta make a li ■t of 

r quirements for an ideal mate and happen ta Find ■ameane who Fit■ the 

d cript i on, you wouldn't nece■■■rily Fall in lave with that p.-agan. 

F el ng c a nnot be forced. Love ......-pri••• u■• Sometime■ we're intra-

uc d to s omeone and we know right aFF that we won't work well together. 

W y th t the chem! try w■■ wrong. It' ■ not ■ chemical prabla111, of 

cour , but th tour emotion Fallow their awn -logic. 

- I'm a holiday Fre k. I like being with the r ... ily ■t ■ Seder . 
bl: t he Food, the ■ang■ , hiding th■ AFlko■■n. I get ■ kick when I 

r ttl o f f "who know thirt n" without looking ■t th■ book or taking ■ 

br th ; I c n ppr 1 t wh■t yau•ve been .. ylng about· the binding 

qu llty of the rit • But I n• 1 I'd a e •• 

1 thy w J •v• • of' youth 
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group camps end experienced friendship servicea which were full oF 

feeling. I've heard many say, 1I'd like to be closer to Judaism'; but 

emotions are fugitive. When they got home, it was back to the old distance. 

I find it's the ideas that bring me back. Seder night, the Hagsadah always 
I 
' ' 

starts me thinking about spiritual as well as physical bondage and about 

the difference between "freedom From" and "Freedom For" and I await those 

thoughts with some eagerness. 

- I'm a .two. I Find the holidays modestly moving. I'd like to 

have a transforming experience, but I can't imagine finding God along 

with the Afikomen. 

- I can. We had a Russian emigre family For Seder last year. 

I didn't understand the father's broken Engli ■h, but I ■aw the tear■ in 

his eyes when he read, 1last year we were slave■, this year we are Free.• 

For him the Exodus had taken place and in hi• voice I aenaed the God Who 

redeems. 

ritual. 

- I have problems with your emphasi ■ on Feeling, imagination and 

I guess it's because my rabbi told u■ that Judaiam i ■ the only 

religion that doesn't require you to believe anything unrea■onable. 

I wonder. Generally the Torah doe■ not gloritry unre■■on. God, 

Himself, Isaiah repeated, approached Ia-■el with ■n - ■ppe■l to logic, 

"Come now, let ua ·reaaon togeth.-,'' but you'd agree, I'm -.re, and I 

think your rabbi would, too, that raith take■ u■ beyond th■ eyidence 

nd common ense. 

- Why did he y it then? 

He' We tern nd uni~■r■ity trained, and that aultLr■ began 

love Ffair with r ■on ■ la.-.a a•• the ■ev■nt■■nth aentl.ry when 

Voltaire and hi rri■ncl in■i ■ted that ■11 ra ■ or prlvilage and arbl­

hl■ rrlend■ ■hawed how 

cle r r ni out th lv uvw&d help u■ g■ln ••--~ ovar n■tLr■ • 
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The beneFits were clear to aee, political Freedom and widespread 

prosperity, and many well-educated Westerners came to believe that reason 

and research would solve mankind's problems and usher in• Golden Age. 

For them reason became the Focus oF a new religion, the university ita 

sanctuary and the research scientist the high prie■t -who serv~d at the 

altar. But reason proved a willFul god. Many oF t~e long-term conse­

quences oF the Age oF Reason now seem to us Fairly grim: population 

explosion, environmental pollution, the routinization oF work, the de­

personalization oF liFe in urbanized mesa society, the living death oF 

protracted senility. There was a price to pay For every bit oF progre••• 

Mines leave scars in the earth. Factories belch smoke and dirty the 

sky. Science created new Form& oF energy which Fuel new and deadlier 

forms oF destruction. We broke down older patterns and could not 

gree on new ones. In the name oF rea110n we a■kad ■ lot or que■tion■ 

.only to Find that there were no anawere to many. We know 110 much that 

wen longer know whet is right, where to go, or how to get there. The 

Future is no longer whet it u ed to be. 

Today we think oF re■ on, not••• god, but•• the ■orcerer•• 

pprentice. The Jewish veraion or that medieval legend u■e• ■ it■ 

protagonist a brilliant cienti ■t-T■lmudi ■t, Loew■ or Prague, ■ rriend 

oF Johannes Kepler, who, o it 1 ■ •■id, dlacov■r■d th• K■bb■li ■tic 

Formul s by which• clay t■tue, ■ goleffl, could b■ brought to llre. When 

th Prague ghetto waa pry don by roughneck■ , La••• u■ed hi• knowledge 

to create golem to protect the aged ■nd the women. He ■h■ped the 

cl y. He whi pared the inc nt■tian■• He placed ■ •••l be.-lng the 

m ca n me or God on the ■t■tu■' ■ rarehe■d, ■nd the gal■- can■ ta lire. 

Th tough oon got• t ■t• ar their awn ■edialn■ , but in ti■• the golem 

r n mok nd Low h d to ap■■k 1:h■ agla■l ward■ which r■turn■d hi ■ 

utom ton to cl y. 

A n ta h v■ r Hltl '• prar■■■ar■ helped ta 
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destroy the mystique which shrouded men oF reason end their hells or 

ivy. Think Tank specialists who compute how many millions will die 

during an initial atomic attack commend Fear rather then respect. There 

is deep mistrust oF the trained mind separate From e sensitive heart • 
. 
' Some of the most popular movement■ oF our generation represent attempt■ 

to get in touch wi·th Feelings and sensibilities, to develop spiritual 

resources and strengthen our moral se·nsitivities. The soul end our 

imaginative and emotional powers are looked on es untapped resource■• 

There's talk that our imaginative end ethical capacities were neglected 

during our long love aFFair with reason. Thi• change oF outlook under­

lies the new interest in the human potential movement and the renewal 

of interest in religious practice. 

- Rituals can't solve our problems. 

Agreed, but they liFt our spirit, p~t us in touch with an encourag­

ing history and relate us to some hope-sustaining mysteries. Martin Buber 

wrote that wisdom is not in logic which is a game but in meeting which ia 

growth. As I "jew" I join in practice■ which stretch back over centuries, 

feel part of a past which give■ promi ■e of a future and meet a living 

and lively tradition nd am enlivened by it. 

- Experience has become a big thing in our country: eoul, con■cioua­

raising, the. greening of America. My friend■ u e word■ like ■pan-

t n ity, being genuine, and Cgetting in touch with them elve■ .• They put 

m down when I say: 11 have to think ■bout it.• They c■ll m■ ■ coward 

for not plunging in. Are you one or tho e who've lo■t faith in r■■eon? 

Not tall. A an old water ••f■ty in■tructor I know how.iMport■nt 

it i to make sure you are wimming under control ■nd in a ■■fe tretch. 

Th Tor h tradition rarely glorifi ■■ unre■eon. The comment tor, Abr■h■m 

bn Ezr wrote: "Reason 1 the mediating angel between God ■nd m n." 

imonides taught th t God' 
. 

deci ion, • reported in Gen ■i , "Let u m■ke 

-
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man in our likeness;• . referred to the endowment oF reason. The animal 

. 
reacts instinctively and responds in the way his nervous system is 

programmed; the human being reflects end considers. Thinking is the 

process that defines our humanity. 

I've argued that prudence, patience and principle in about equal 

measure are the only ways_to enhance the quality of' life in e Free 

society and I see no reason to retract that argument now. The Torah 

tradition's goal is the sanctification oF liFe. Israel is to be "a 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation." Prophetic outrage at injustice, 

Amos thundering against the spoiled and callous Folk oF his day, has 

always played a role in Israel's program of' social regeneration;_but so 

have the less dramatic responsibilities of' training up a child in the 

way he should go, creating social welf'ere institutions oF all types, 

and the disciplining of' one•s own lusts end greed: "SanctiFy youraelF 

and then seek to sanctiFy others." There's wisdom in the old saying: 

don't rush the Messiah. Don't let your passions push you out o~ control. 

- There are Jewish Fanatics. You've poken o~ tho■e who atone 

the cars that pass near Meah Shearim on the Sabbath. 

To be human is to be prone to exce••• The que■tion i ■ not 

hether we have a Few Fanatic■ but whether Judai ■m encourage■ or ■et■ 

up safeguards gainat unbridfed ze■i. The Torah, I ■ubmlt, 1 ■ c■u-

tionary. "Do not be righteoua overmuch!' . Mani not God. The tr■di-

tion has built-in checks and b■l■nc••• A■bbl■ were accorded only that 

uthority which the community relt their erudition ■nd character 

de erv d and no one pok ex c■thedr■, ror Gad. Authority lay with• 

scholarly consenau and not with th■ opinion ar ■ ■ingl■ man. God 

lone enjoyed uncont ted ■utharity, ■11 ath.- ■utharity ••• derivative. 

The nineteenth c■nt y aha .. ■id•• and avr•v■lu■d r■■aon. I'• 

both/ nd per n. J •• ra d th ••lv•• rar the rir■t tim■ in th■ 

-
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capitals oF European culture, going to concerts and lectures, and en­

joying the experience. Culture was associated with cool and judicious be­

havior. Hitlahavut, intensity, was associated with the unwashed Hasidic 

hillbillies oF Eastern Europe and was seen as a sign oF backwardness. 

The emancipated Jew joined a society which believed that the trained 

mind could solve all problems. It was an innocent, happy thought and 

proroundly wrong. 

Their conridence in laboratory and library was misplaced. Reason 

provided prosperity and longevity and some unexpected byproducts: the 

population explosion, pollution, the dreariness oF the asaembly line, 

the rape oF the world's energy reserves and natural resources. 

Our generation has lost Faith in technology ea the Meaaiah, Jews 

along with everyone else; but reason also Failed us in• more immediate 

and personal way. Aeeson was the reason we believed ~mancipation would 

work. Once the walls oF the ghetto came down, our - neighbor■ would aee 

that we didn't have horns and had the ■ame need■ and hope■•• they did. 

Experience and Facts would bring about the demi•• or ■nti-■emitiam. It 

didn't happen that way. For some that rat~~ we■ shattered by the Drey­

fus trial or the Russian pogrom• or when J•wi h revolution■rie■ were 

denoun ed to the Tsar•• police by their Communi ■t comr■d••• Som• held 

the dram until Kristalnacht end Stalin' ■ purg••• For othar• th• 

turning point came when the Briti ■h i ■•u•d th• White Paper of 1939 which 

closed Peleatine• door■ to Jew■ or when ck.ring thew.- th■ Alli•• con­

vened the Evian and Bermuda Refugee Conf.,..•nc••• not to .. v• ~•w■ , but 

to still the prate t of tho•• who d .. anded that Hitl..-'• victim■ be 

ved. For the let dieh.-d reality ■et in a■ o■que■ rang with cri•• of 

jihad, holy w r, Arb ■rmi•• went ag■ln and again into battle ■galn■t 

Ir el and the Unit d Nation■ tr■naf'ar ed 1~ .. 1, into a P. L. o. prap■saancla 

me ting. Spe k only one n e 1 Auaahwl••• and Jew■ und ... ■t■nc:1. A parv■■lve 
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sense oF alienation and oF the tragic binds our experience into a aingle 

mental set. The times are cold. Names like Coventry, Hiroshima, 

Czechoslovakia, Vietnam speak volumes to almost everyone. Jews are not 

the only ones who need not only the bracing command to seek justice and 

the strengthening oF a congregation that sings together against the 

darkness. 

I sometimes characterize the pervasive cultural changes which 
. 

we've been talking about by calling the earlier attitude Maimonidean and 

ours Ha-levian. Moses Maimonides was a towering intellect, master of 

al l the rabbinic disciplines and a firm believer in the redemptive power 

oF reason. Judah ha Levi was a poet of sensitive heart and pass~onate 

Fee l ings, a philosopher who was willing, indeed eager, to acknowledge 

reason's limits. 

Maimonides trusted only the mind. The heart wa■ impul ■ive; only 

the mi nd was constant and clear. He wa s proud that the Torah could be 

explai ned in acceptable philoaophical terms. The mitzvot were God'• will, 

but happily, they enhanced mental health and per110nal hygiene. Maimonfde• 

was an elitist who held that an able man could mater lire through the 

determi ned use of his intellect. Th■ noi • or the ■ynagogue next door 

oFten d istracted him and he looked on the occ■■ion■l parading or the 

Torah a round the hall a vulgar behavior appropriate ror the ma•••• but 

not the e nl i ghtened few. Hi prayer wa th• cal outreaching or the mind 

reth r than the uncontrollable e,cpre■■ion or need by• troubled heart. 

M i monide wrote pro■■, brilliant ■n■ly••• which••• the reader 

with thei r n lytic preci ion ■nd lagio■l ■a ■n. H■ pravi~•d aaphi■ti-

cated newer to phi tlc■ted qu ■tlon■, but had little ti• rar the 

impl need nd conr 

t th gov.,..nor' ca , hew• 

..... Y ro11c. He derended J .. iah intar■■t■ 

or,101■1'• p.-aan■l ph~•lai■n1 but 
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simply cannot imagine Maimonides in an unbuttoned shirt, sitting cros■-

legged at a campfire, holding hands with Friends while they sing .an 

endless series of Hebrew Folk sonas. The Maimonidean spirit, like the 

spirit of American Jews until a generation ago, was critical, wide-
J 

ranging in its interest, elitist, digniFied, uneasy with emotion, pleased 

that the Torah tradition was reasonable, high-minded, and wise. 

Judah ha-Levi trusted his heart. He had studied philosophy long 

enough to know the bitterness with which philosophers disagreed, ao he 

was not abashed when he stepped beyond the limits oF logic. He looked 

on the mind as a useful instrument but he knew that commitment begins in 

the heart. His philosophy instinctively ■haped iteelF into drama. 

Ha Levi trusted people and spoke easily to all he m·et. The incon■i ■ten­

cies of talk were dearer to him than the orderline■• oF theory. He aang 

openly of his feelings and paraded around the synagogue without any 

self-consciousness. 
' 

Maimonides married to have children. Ha Levi sang oF love, wine, 

nd nature and sometimes oF the delight■ or the Fle h. He rejoiced in 

fri ndship and in the bustle oF liFe. He could be charged with occa■ional 

xce s, but never with indiFFerence. M■imonide■ poke gravely and ad-

d J w to F ce their problem■ with patience and prudence. Ha Levi 

w xt, vag ntly committed to the my tery qr I.-ael'• cho■enn••• and 

M 

h 

pt fo the Messiah. When he could no longar wait patiently ror th■ 

arrival, he leFt Spain ror Zion wh■re, according to legend, 

cut down by Arab cavalry a he pray■d b■rore th• g■t■■ or J■ru-

m. Ha Levi' apiri~ wa rull or reeling, p■■■ion■t■ ■nd comp■■■ion■t■, 

d mocr tic, poetic, re pan ive to th■ grand r■d■mptiv■ th■m■■, int■n■■ly 

Z on t and, bove ell, immer ed in ■nd conc■rned with th■ r■t■ or 

r 1. 

corr 

M imonide ju tiried Jud■i ■m by ■hawing th■t it■ teaching■ 

Qnded to the philo phic -concept■ ■chol■r■ th■n ■cc■pt■d •• 
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reasonable. Ha Levi struggled to show Judaism as a distinctive r~ality 

and he judged its teachings by their impact on each living Jaw rather 

than on their logical consis~ency~ My point is that the tim~• have made 

Halevians of most Jews. A recent survey oF Jewish attitude• stated as 

its major Finding the measurement of a deeply Felt need For community. 

Jews want the synagogue to be a place where the loneliness of modern 

liFe can be overcome and its anxieties mastered. 

- Then it has to become a less formal place. 

It already has. Young Jews have shul-ina. Parent& arrange 

Sabbath dinners to learn the songs which they can sing with their children 

around their own table. The prayer book of liberal Jews who once mini­

mized the value oF ritual now refers to customs•• mitzvot, aacred acts. 

You're here at this Institute. I'll give you another measure oF the 

mood shirt. The popularity oF Fiddler on the Roof. The shtetl was poor, 

full of misery and cruelty, a bleak place, not the Par■di•• Lo■t of the 

stage play; but its intimacy and color offer a sharp contrast to the di•­

mal .Ut"ban sprawl in which we lead our Fragmented live■, eo to many the 

shtet seems eminently attractive and, incidentally, ■ttr■ctive to many 

non-J ws. Fid~ler played to packed hou •• ■11 around the world. Com-

munity is a common need. 

- I w st ught in religiou achoo! that Judaian could b• d■rin■d 

ethical monothei : the affirmation or th• on■n••• or God and or the 

c ntrality of ethical living. You ■■em to be do~ngrading th••• core 

lem nta. 

The Torah tradition i thla■l, lt 1 ■ onoth■l■tla, ■net lt'• much - -
more, nd th t mar include■ H■ ■nah, th■ S■bb■th, ■idr■ah ■nd 

iddur, the hupp h nd .................. • Han~■w Ylcldl■h, Ayn IC■lahenu ■nd 

th H tikvah, .h ........... _,.. - 1 or• ~lah, var-l■d and co■-

p lling r 1 iou 

?'9 
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and related to the tradition's special and surprising message. 

Religions are born, preserved and perpetuated by communities. 

Judaism is a way of life, not a denatured set of ideas. To abstract the 

teachings from the living community always and necessarily diminishes the 

area and scope of the cluster of ideas~ rites, hopes, institutions and 

myths which are part of that religion's pattern. Thoae who tend to toaa 

pristine labels around often end up with labels and little else. Con­

ditioning or habit keeps them going as Jews For a while, but soon it's 

the media and the values of their clasa which shapea their spirit rather 

than the teachings of the Torah. Unfortunately, they are not very precise. 

The medieval tradition was developed by a people set apart and, 

of necessity, it turned in on itself and became encrusted with countless 

customs and folkways, not to speek of any number of auperatitiona. The 

modern tendency to reduce Judaism to a imple definition, ethical mono­

theism or prophetic Judaism, wea intended to bring es entiala back into 

focus, but it cut too deeply and made ell custom and ceremony eeem irrele­

v nt. The defining of Torah by auch conceptual tag■ rai ed many problem■• 

Wh t specific code of ethic• wae implied? You eay juatice and right-

eou n s. Words like ju tic• ■nd righteouene ■re big, bold and vague. 

Th y•r golden words, but,• Mycenae di110~vered, gold 1• indige■tible. 

H man prob! m are many- ided ■nd ■imple program■ eimpl'y will not ■olve 

compl x prob! ms. Told to build rreeway■ , engineer■ did; and their mil•• 

oF ph lt and concret 

ns of neighborline 

plit communiti•• and de■troyed much or the 

which had made our citi•• livable. Every ethical 

d c ion mu t b to m d ree contextual. T■g■ like righteou and 

ju tice encoLr d the well-intentioned to ruat, in b■ror■ they rully 
, 

under tood wh ti t t ke. Commitment ultimately 1 ■ nec■■■ary, but ea 

judgm nt. 

by th rabb 

Th r • • v■lu• in th■ c■■e-by-c■■e method or ■n■ly■i• u■ed 

in th ir r ■pan■-•• they •x-1ned • problem rrom ■11 ■id■■ 

-
- ------- --

• 
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and tried to apply to each aspect oF the situation principles From the 

body of Torah jurisprudence. We may today disagree with their conclu-

sions, but they had considered a situation in its complexity and our 

differences testify more to changes in the deFinition oF the problem than 

to any weakness in their moral perception. 

I'll make a confession. I often Find the synagogue too saintly 

a place. Saint talk is nice talk, but unrealistic. Many tell me that 

their favorite prayer is "Grant Us Peace", but how does its hope relate 

to our argument with various governments over Palestinian rights?• The 

golden words - peace, justice and ~ighteousness - are compelling only iF 

they are related to a specific context. I have heard Hitler speak oF 

peace. I have heard Stalin speak oF peace, and Nesser and Kruschev and 

Richard Nixon. When I hear a president speak of the need ~or peace in 

the Middle East I'm always aF-raid he means peace and unhampered acceaa to 

oil and profitable - markets. 

- You remind me of e philosophy course I took last term. The 

teacher introduced us to existentialism. IF I under·stood him, exiaten-

ti lism denies the ability oF abstract ree110n to comprehend liFe. Meaning 

comes from involvement. You learn by living. An exi ■tentiali ■t would 

y, as you've been eying: jump in the river ■nd enjoy the ■wim. Th• 

goal i not to stand aloof and •••k word■ which •••m to explain but 

r lly do not explain, but to accept the immediacy oP liF• ■nd th■ impor­

t nee of action. 

Thet' certainly p■rt or wh■t I've been ■■ying. At aome point we 

h veto commit our elv • to v■lu■■ and cau■e■ we cannot completely analyze. 

- Ia that wh t people m■■n when they talk oP a leap or Paith? 

Some o th m. Unrortunat■ly, other■ gloriry commitment Por it■ own 

k nd look on prud nee ■nd Juda ent •• unw.-r■nted inhibition■• They 

y get d. It' ■ ■xhil ■tlr,g. I' enough ar • M■i■anide■n to be 
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Frightened by any philosophy which assumes commitment to be in and of 

itselr a good. I want to Feel that the river I'm diving into won't sweep 

me away. There· are an awFul lot oF people committed to liFe-destroying 

messages and suicidal movements. Synagogues get bombed by committed 

people. We're back to arguing with Kierkegaard's unstinting praise For 

Abraham's mind-boggling loyalty. An uncritic•l gloriFication oF Feith 

can lead us to serve devilish masters. I need ~nly say one word: 

Nurenberg, and you'll know what I mean. A car needs both accelerator end 

brakes; and we need an open heart and a critical mind. Commitment and 

judgment must go hand in hand. 

Religion uncoupled From reason, like love uncoupled From reason, 

is an invitation to disaster. An optimistic Faith can help us master acme 

or our fears and even speed recovery From illne••• but to argue,•• 

Mary Baker Eddy did, that illness is a ■tate or mind which can be cured 

by a positive mental attitude is nonsen e, end wor■e then nonaenee if we 

Fail to have the broken bone set or to undergo the indicated urgery. 

Faith can work miracles except when it work■ mi ery. Not ■o long ago I 

visited a twenty-three year old in the paychietric ward _ of ■ local 

hospital. While in college she had ■et her heart on• medical career. 

Only an average student, she had been rejected wherevar aha had applied. 

~e encouraged hr to set other goal for her■elP, but ahe ••• certain 

he would be accepted. How could he be ■ure? She had attended a 

wo-week human potential eminer where ■he h■d been a■..-ed that iP you 

et your mind to a ta k nothing can block yoa.r way. She did a ye.- or 

r duat biology, re ubmltted hr appllc■tlon■, wa■ ■g■in reru■ed, ■nd 

ufFer d nervou breekdo~n. 

Withdrawal and ac t1c1am h■v• played ■ role ln the Tor■h tr■c:11-

tion; but Judi did not decl • llvl~ ln ■ ......... .-~ t■klng vow■ 

of cellb cy to b m k ar ■ ■aaal■ ...... ..aa'I!. r■IIDl■ lived ■t IIIA••• 
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married, had children, worked at an ordinary occupation, and were di -

tinguished by their knowledge of Torah rather than by an arduous 

discipline of denial. ·we had ascetic• who wore hair ehirt• and bathed 

I 

in the cold rivers, and mystics who fasted and meditated, hoping for ■ 

mysti~ vision or God; but Tor the mo■t part the•• did not command r■var­

ence unless they were also men of Torah - trained mind• who bu■ied 

themselves a good part of the day with affair• of the community. The 

prophetic message was judged by its content■, not by th• fact that it 

had been brought by a holy man who ■poke a if' po•••• ed. An ecatatic 

who babbled was a babbler, not a prophet. 

When you look at the broad outline of' Jawi ■h thought you di ■-

cover that it tends to reject either/or deci ion■ in favor of• both/end 

attitude: both the cultivation of' the mind and the cultivation of the 

soul. "Take hold of this thought but do not leave go of it oppo■ite." 

Not total abstinence but drink in moderation and ing the Kiddu■h. 

Piety is important but family reapon ibilitie mu t be diach■rg■d: "If 

' 
you have a sapling in yo&.r h■nd nd eomeone c~ll• out: Lo, the Me■■l■h 

p•opJ& 

comes, plant the apling f'ir t and then go to ·meat him.'" Som■t t ••• 

every decision as between black nd white; they 
• ■1th /or purit■nic■l 

types. Others •• a wider ng of po■ ibilltle■ and can■■quenc••• ■■ny 

shades of gray. We're both/ nd p■apl■, or ■t l•■■t 01.r tradition en-

courages ua to be, both ca L.nlty 
tana111y1 bath wlada ■nd 1 ■gin■-

ti~e commitment; both mind nd rlt. M■t 1■11 ■nc:1 gr■■d • can-

d mned as ains, but pov y l oaf' at' vlrtu■ Ju■t •• •• 1th l■ na 

proof of greed. T y Yt "Grant u■ pe■o■ ," but 

. 

pacifism w no 
■nd ■-lf'-def' n ••• p 

on the S bb th. 
•t le■d u■ ta d1 ln 

C p city. M n 
■lia by n■ • 
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man's actions are therefore rarely wholly saintly or wholly devilish. 

There can be fools For Christ but the strangeness of the phrase, Feola 

for Torah, speaks volumes. 

- You make everything sound so middle aged. Whet about simply 

being genuine and spontaneous? 

Spontaneity is much prized, in part because it suggest■ that 

life isn't as complex as it really is; but recently I watched a young 

aide in our Nursery School rush to help a child who had fallen on hi• 

back from a jungle gym. She picked him up to soothe him, but her im­

pulsive act might have aggravated hia injury. Wi ■dom ha• a role ~o play 

in human affairs. When the Messiah comes a little child may lead u■, but 

until then the Torah tradition preferred to entru■t authority to the 

experienced and the wise. Simplicity wa not conaidered • virtue. There 

is an old saying among Jews that "the ignorant man cannot be• ■int." 

h n the Judeans rebelled against Roman misrule they were oundly de-

F t d and harshly punished. Hundred■ or thou and• were killed. Citie• 

r plundered. Jude■•• population w■ pauperized. Th• rew who ■omehow 

h d been pared the wort wer• moved to giv• all they had to the hom•l••• 

nd tarving. Unexpectedly, the ag•• ■IJlilg■at■d they put• limit on 

th ·r generosity. The limit w■ high, but it•••• limit naneth•le••• 

Th re was no virtue in giving ao much that you added your own ,■mily to 

th haples c r v n. 

There may be c t■in nobility in turning th• other cheek to an 

tt ck r; but• child in• rlt or r •or• p ■noid with hi ■ blood 

runn ng hot mu t b r tr■ln d r hl ■ awn well-being•• well•• ror the 
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protection of others. The Torah puts it bluntly: "If e neighbor is 
. 

attacked you may not stand idly by." Non-resistance is e noble theory, 

but it doesn't ~it all occasions. No ethical theory does. 

~ I had not thought about it quite this way 'til now, but you've 
' I 

touched one of my problems with Judaism. I want a vision and my rabbi 

gives me wisdom. I want to dream the impossible dream and he tells me 

to make sure I'm not embarked on mission impossible. Can't there be an 

intellectual as well as an emotional overload? 

A good case can be made that the Jewiah community ha& tended to 

overvalue learning and undervalue feeling. Certainly, the Hasidim were 

convinced that this was so. I can still re~ember the aurpri ■e of many 

when I announced a course on Jewish mystical technique■: all-night 

Torah study; fasting from dawn to dusk; midnight vigil ■ and the like. 

Many were shocked: 'I didn't know Jews ever did ■uch thing■.• They were 

surprised to learn that throughout moat of the Middle Age■ more Kabbal■h 

was studied than Talmud, that the spiritual center o~ Jewi h life in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the ■■cred city of S■fed where 

mystics-in-training clustered around learned •P.irit m■■ter■ who taught 

them esoteric techniques and an esoteric wi ■dom. 

Your rabbi didn't tell you not to go. Abraham provide■ a u■eful 

llustration. Abraham waa told: Go! Le■v• you- land, your birthplace 

nd your father's house and go to th• land that I will ■how you. God 

off rs him neither detailed plan■ nor ■pacific direction. The important 

thing is to set out; but, ven •• Abraham 1■ given hi■ he■d, he i ■ ■l ■o 

g ven a warning: "Be bl• ■ing", be c■rarul that what you do will add 

to th sum total of happin• ••atypically Jewi ■h pre■criptlon, the 

vi ion splendid with ■ d ■h or pr■ctic■l advice. 

- That' c lcul tion. 

Perh p. C lcul■tion com■■ in two 111ad■l•~ Ari■totle'• ■nd Abr■-

h m' • In di u lng ethic Arietatle propaMCI ■ bal■nalng or oppa■lt■■, 
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a rather mechanical calculating of consequences. Aristotle's moderation 

is that of the cool end detached academic. If I followed his mathematics 

I would constantly be trying to keep my actions moderate and temperate 

and never take bold steps. Abraham's moderation is preceded by• com-
) 

mitment to holiness. It is a calculus of possibility which seeks not 

the smooth road to nowhere but the path which will lead to an unfolding 

of the spirit. The goel is growth, not balance. I o,ten think oF Hosea's 

phrase, "Press on to know God." 

- Your way takes too long. Our society need• radical surgery. 

Prudence and wisdom are rationalizations For inaction and provide excusea 

for those who aren't willing to do what's required. 

Sometimes, but it's equally true that people :oF firm and certain 

conviction have caused incalculable anguiah and bloodshed. When your 

convictions stand in the way of what I believe, if my ego i ■ large and my 

convictions certain, I try to convert you. IF I cannot convince you I 

call you an obscuranti ■t and do what I can even if it require■ coercion 

to chang your mind. During the Cultural Revolution million■ of Chine•• 

w re sent to re-education commune■• Th• Au■■ian■ handle di ■■idente in 

wh t they euphemistically call mental ho■pital ■• 

The Torah tradition ha• been called an obdurate morality of' common 

n e. Th t'a not th whole of' it, of' cour■e. The ■tand■rd i• holin•••• 

but the re lity 1 th t int; like achol.-■, require year■ of' ■chooling. 

Th Tor h m nd t the thical A, a, c• ■ - Ju■t weight■ and hone■t 

m ea, tithe ror th• poor, hoPll"I~ ta one• ■ p.-ent■ - •• well a■ gui-

d nc for mar n itive level■ or aonctua•1 ta love your neighbor•• 

your elf'; not to COY ' ... _._Y bread 1 r he i ■ hungry, w■t-

to drink 1 h 1 Y• 1~ • • p aon •nllllile th■ b■■ic ■t■nd.-d■ 

of conduct nd h • ... Auld he b■gln ta worry ■bout• 

t nd d h • 1••· or th• 1••·" 

Th be prag-

m 0 
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school and do something For the wor-ld," I would suggest that trained 

minds and hands can do more For the world than wild energies guided only 

by enthusiasm. 

Conversation with your rabbi is likely to raise isaue• to which 

you had not as yet given thought. You want to get married. It's an­

intermarriage. The issue seems cut and dried; you're in love and label• 

aren't important. You've even decided to raise the children as Jews. 

Have you thought about what your non-Jewish partner will be giving up? 

Will their sense oF having subordinated their conditioning to yours be a 

constant irritant in your marriage? What will happen to the children 

when they're shuttled between believing grandparent■? I Felt I had done 

my rabbinic duty when a young man who came to talk with me about hi• 

career plans said as he leFt: <you're like my law proFea■or who reread u■ 

to Follow up every possibility in brieFing a ca■••' There are religioua 

tr ditions where the incomprehensibility or their Scripture, the my tery, 

the key to that text's holiness. The Jewiah view w■a that holine • 

inh rs in meaning. Torah reading we never imply• ritual. The rule 

that the reading was to be tr■n l■t■d into ev■ryd■y epeech ■nd • 

pr phr se was to be ofFered For tho e who could not gr■■p th• text'• 

m ning. Torah study we a univer 1 obligation. Learning 1• pr■i ■■d, 

ot f rd. 

- It' kind oF biz rr, but thi• guy I grew up with h■• ■ ga.ru. 

H quot 

wh th 

hi m t 

rn. He 

11th time, vi ■it■ hl, ■nd give■ hl oat or 

y th t Par the Pir■t ti• h• c■n lava av.-ybody. 

H ' got n . at qu tlon■; nd I'v 

Your rind' 

w 'v b n t lkl 

t m n n 

uru who it era 

cod br ton, 

tion 

bout. 

bout 

that: d■ n .. d ror a t:■lnty whlch 

h nuct■nt d ap■nt 

• • 
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made me feel we shared a secret. We had truths denied everyone else. He 

didn ' t s ay much, but liFe quieted down. The group was warm and Full oF 

good fee lings. He· uncomplicated my liFe." Why did you leave? "I dis­

covered that I was being used. I wanted to visit my parents end was 

told C no'. I found I was loved only when I obeyed, and that's not love 

b . 1 . j) ut manipu ation. 

Many find the world too complicated For them. Years ego, when you 

went home , the world remained outside. Now the home no longer provides 

the child a coherent environment. His parents say one thing, his peers 

another. Hi s teachers have their own ideas. The world comes in via the 

television , the telephone and the radio. Forced to cope with an unceas­

ing barrage of experiences, opportunities, and advice, our emotional make­

up often reacts like an overloaded electrical circuit and simply shuts 

off. That ' s when a guru or . cult leader becomes a Godsend. He tells 

us: 'don ' t worry about another b~eakdown , I'l l do your thinking For you.• 

- I have a Friend who was at loose end■ until he Joined H■bad. 

He says it happen e d quite suddenly during• Sabbath Service. Now he has 

nswers. I don 't know what answers he'• Found, but he's confident. 

He sounds l ucky. 

- He ' s paid a price. He refuses to eat at home; hia parents• . 

kitch n is not suFFiciently kosher. His girl ha■ left him; ■he wanted 

comp nionship and not to be badgered to live exactly•• he decided to 

li V • 

- hy doesn 't Judaism give me this ■en•• of thing coming together? 

It can. Th e holidays and Sabbath can bring structure into• 

sch dule. Exposure to the richness oF Torah learning can provide both 

n r l thicel g u i d e lines and unexpected in■ight into the human con­

dition. Franz Ao e naweig defined revelation a the totally unexpected 

id th t comes into your mind a you r•ad or t■lk eriou ly. I'v• Felt 
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that sense of recognizing unexpected truths and I know that my religious 

lire has allowed me to live with a sense of order. 

- I've always felt the lack of someone whom I could Focus on and 

relate to. 
I 

- I've always been close to my rabbi. He listens and is helpFul. 

Anyone who is part of a religious system, and a rabbi certainly 

is , inevitably has some of its magic or power accrued to him. 

The traditional rabbi was a learned man but he was also a holy 

man whose wisdom was acknowledged to go beyond understanding, knowing, the 

trad i tion's specific rules. In Talmudic times, and later among the 

Hasi dim, it was believed his prayers could intercede with God on behalF 

of Israel or keep the Angel of Death away From a sick bed. Problem& 

were broug ht to the tzaddik and he gave inspired counsel; indeed, he 

knew his disciples' problems before they poke them. Hi ■ wiadom worked 

because his circle had faith in it; that is, it worked For the already 

committed or for those who were willing to suspend di ■belieF. I am ■ 

sophisticated professional in a highly complex and largely ■eculer en­

vironment who has no desire to play God, but I have performed miracle■, 

not because I am an adept or even intere■ted in f■ith healing, but ■imply 

bee use people come to me expecting• miracle and 110m■time• their faith 

m de ' mi r ac le' happen. A gLru i• • human being. H■ ■hare■ in the 

f llibility which is the hallmark of the hun■n race ■nd, like ■11 of u■, 

h a pr oduct oF a particular time, culture ■nd cl■••• H■ particu-

1 rly mu t F ce the corruptiv influence■ which ■fr■ct ■nyona who h■• 
• pow rover others . H■ idi r■ll•~ not . bac■u■• th■ r■bb■■ were ch■rl■-

t n, om were, many w not1 but bec■u■- ■ny of th■m c • to ■nJay 

power nd b c a u ea they r■rl tad their ■nv1ron111■nt ■net P••••d 
on truth what w , in, t, anly the aonv ~lanal wllldD ar their place. 

n out rront. 
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- Why did you assume that my friend was young? 

Religious conversions occur to people in their late teens and 

early twenties. 

- Why? 

These are the most convulsive years. There are so many opportuni­

ties, so many questions, and so few guidelines. The child has lived 

among peers and mostly in a school environment. He doesn't know what to 

expect when he enters the adult world. There are so many decisions to 

make, so many things he doesn't understand. It's a time oF sexual 

awakening and the exploration oF new emotion. Our need for certainty,· 

For a confirming system of values, increases sharply during a dangerous 

and uncertain passage. Simply put, these are the years when we are moat 

susceptible. 

- I've a born-again friend who insist• that she ia a changed and 

better person since she hes accepted Christ. I have enjoyed momenta as 

Jew, and I know that being Jewish has conditioned many o~ my attitude■; 

but I cannot imagine myself saying, 'everything i• clear, I Feel aved.'. 

Now that I think of it, I've never heard a rabbi ■peak o~ being ■aved. 
We're not immune to conFusion. 

What about the H bad ,ellow?/ Our tradition doe n•t try to timu-

1 t the conversion experience th• w■y c■rt■in church■• do; but ■dole■cence 

• diFficult for us• ,or any other■ • 

1 Being saved' i • peci~ic■lly Chrl ■ti■n term. We talked two 

d y go about binding xp•ri•nc • and p■ycholagic■lly they're much the 

m s the en o being v■d or barn ■in. Moment■ or ■piritu■l 

w k • con irmi l not ll■ited ta ■ny r■ith. The n.1 ng, ,cp na • • 
prototypic 1 ex mpl or h n ■,cp 1 • aana.-n■ .Jacob. .Jacob de-

fr ud d hi broth u or ht and, ■t■nd■bly r■ ing 

E u' ng r, h h • ta. H■' ■ elon■, ■d, ■rr■ld 

of pur ult nd a • he ha■ no 
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alternative but to camp in the open. He dreams. In hie dream he aeee 

God and hears God say to him: "Do not be eFr-aid. I em with you." When 

he awakens the Bible has him say: "Surely God ia in thi ■ place end I 

knew it not." This sense of' awakening, of becoming aware of= reelitiea 

we had not till then perceived is the essence oF a binding-conver-aion 

experience. It's a moment when our- imagination takes over end, to our 

surprise, we see, or- think we see, beneath end behind the reality which 

normally is present to our- senses. In psychological terma the pressure• 

caused by indecision and conf'usion encourage ua to tap ■pirituel re­

sources which till then have lain dormant. IF we do ao aucceaafully 

there is a surge of' power- which makes ua Feel what we had not Fe~t beFore, 

and since we now have new powers or sensitivities we Feel more alive 

than we had. 

- I'd welcome such an experience. It would put my doubt to 
. 

rest. Why hasn't Judaism created rituals to help u■ to unlock the• 

feelings? 

To a degree the Torah tradition ha. When a Jew f■■t■ the twenty­

four hours of' Yem Kippur-, involve• him elr in the ■ervice, imagine■ him­

lf' standing bef'ore a Heavenly co..rt, think• deeply ■bout hi ■ lire ■nd 

God' will, becomes aware oF hi ■ ■in■ ■nd hi ■ power ta ch■r.a• the direction 

of hi lif'e, he often en 

now I have. 

unexpected power -.rging through hi■• I 

Since no~ every w keni 

p ritually significant w y, 

xp r • ncea. Some com 

bound to F n tic 1 vi 

v or 

H 

pr tu 1 

di 

tr 

k n 

■xp lane■ a■tah•• th■ war-ahlppr up in 

h■■ be or ■t:r-■■•lna th■■• 

r • 
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us appreciate the hu~anity, the joyousneea, the enthusiastic piety, the 

i mmediacy of experience, which Hasidism summoned. But there was another 
J 

side to that movement. Enthusiasm For the spirit and the immediacy oF 

e xperience were at times so overwhelming aa to block counsels of 

prudence, some masters told their Flock not to consult a doctor; the 

tzaddik's prayer and an amulet blessed by him would be the means oF 

hea ling. Those who wanted to emigrate to America were advised not to go. 

Ho w could you attend the rebbe's court and benefit From his charisma 

fr om so far away? 

- We read William James• Varieties oF Religious Experience in a 

psychology course. It's about mystical and conversion experiences and 

none of the quotations were From Jews. 

James used what he knew. Protestant Christianity came into being 

in o pposition to papal au~hority not in an inatitution but in the indi­

vidual. Anyone who had sensed the Holy Spirit could preach in it■ name. 

Given this way oF approaching matter■ epiritual, it••• ■lmo■t inevitable 

that conversion, the experience of the Holy Spirit, hould become an 

important element in its theology and church practic■• Ritual• wer■ 

devised and churchgoers were conditioned to anticipate the inru■h of 

the Holy Spirit which resolve confu ion■ ■net doubt■ ■nd ■lign■ that p_..­

on with the will of God. 

- I s this what i meant to b■ barn ■g■in? 

Yes . 

- Why flight it? 

Bee u e of th■ old 

Sunday Blue L w ta 

munity. Th vlrtu a 

tor in i n th 

pa 

abl of' 1 •• aa 1 ant. Ev■ng■ll h■■ 

an the whale .a -
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not do; We may not murder property owners who stand in the way oF a 

revolution simply bee.use they are in the way. ~e may not steal an-

other's good name even iF he opposes what we consider progress. We may 

not slander a political opponent even though we know he is unFit For 

of'f'ice. 

The Jew is conditioned by a tradition which locates authority 

i n the Torah and in learning. The Torah tradition welcomes the enliv­

e ning experience and many of our worship moments, the chant, the music, 

the song, the swaying, the spirit, are conducive to an awakening but 

authority does not flow to the 'born again', and there is no reason to 

artif'icially stimulate them. 

- I've been confused and pressured. Why haven't I had such an 

expe r ience? 

I don't know. Each of us has a diFferent emotional makeup. 

- I thought I found truth and that my life had changed. I won't 

go into the whole story; but I had a religious high and Felt that my 

iFe had Fallen into place, and then it all Fell apart again. I relt God 

let me down. 

Those religions and cults which empha■iz■ ■ tran■rorming religiou~ 

xp rience tend to promise that auch an ■wakening will r■aolv■ all doubt■ 

nd end all confusions. O~ten it doe n•t work out th■t w■y. Our obj■ctlv• 

ituation doesn't change ■nd we•r• brought b■ck down to ■■rth. 

- My moods change with th■ minute. Do■• ■ binding ■xpw-i ■nc■ 

hev ny l a s ting impact? 

I t can. When•• xp■rienc■ th■ my■tery which 11■■ within• r■-

l ou me s■ge it becom cr■d to u■ • Th■ Torah tradition••-• cold 

nd objective to n out id r, but w---• and co rortabl■ ta an lnti■■t■• 

Th Tor h tradition r co niz th■t ralth aan help u■ handle th■ ob■t■ala■ 

w ce we try to climb•• hi h •• or or■l 



144 

sensitivity: our appe~ites, passions, ambitions, greed, envy, but also 
I 

that faith has limits. I have a deep Faith in God but I have not re-

solved all the contradictions oF my nature nor have I any hope ever to 

do so. 

Christianity took o~~ road, justiFication by Faith, the promise 

of a sacramental salvation, an emphasis on motivation rather than com­

munity structure and cereFul discipline. The Torah tradition took• 

less dramatic road and worked to create institutions which would en­

courage ethical growth and create the basis oF a humane social order. 

Christianity emphasizes the awakening experience, Judaism the power oF 

conditioning. Our sages were educators who knew the value oF practice 

and habit:. "Do what should be done because it's demanded oF you; . in 

time you'll do the right because yoo'll understand it's the right thing 

to do." What Judaism does not recognize ie a single entity, the hypoa­

tasis which Christians called Original Sin, which can be overcome as 

St. George slew the dragon. Original Sin waa deFined aa thralldom to 

the devil, being entangled by the libido, being enslaved to lust and 

ambi ion, end it wee taught that by Faith in the Chriet•s vicariou■ 

acrifice of himselF men could break free of theae ■hackle• ■nd ■ave hi• 

soul from damnation. 

The Torah tradition recognized in our mak■up■ each or th• element■ 

of Original Sin, but it denied that th••• ob■tacl•• could b• completely 

r moved by an ect oF Faith. Wa can ■ublim■ta our p■■■ion■ but not cut 

th m out. 

- Why did I think b ,ore today th~t Judai- lacked a my■tical ■id■? 

Becau • until rec ntly all th■t ••• "unr■■■an■bl•'~ ••• dl-i■■•d 

e ignor nt up r tltion. The ■uw~■1:ar laaked an th■ world or th• Kab-

b 1 h end the d■nc1 

m ddle-cl Amarla 

Our r tion 11 t w 

ah■ntir,a or ■ H••1d1a ■■rvia• in th■ ■■111• w■y . 

looked an-,. Hol~ Rallr■ in th■ Kentucky hill■• 

,- ld 1n d,■lr 
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theologian. Fortunately, in our day scholar■ like Gershon Scholem have 

taught us to appreciate the centrality of Kabbalistic attitude• in the 

rabbinic ethos and have allowed us to recognize, not only how the 

imaginati ve faculty plays a critical role in all experience, bu; have 

decoded for us the special feelings which the symbolic language of the 

mystic encodes. 

- I 'm confused. First you said plunge in; then you seemed to ••Y 

stay on t he bank. 

You 're right. You must do both. 

-




