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Chapter &
FEEL. DEEPLY - THINK BOLDLY '

It had been a sunny afterncon and we'd been active outdoors. The sun had
warmed ﬂ;r whole being and we seeméd to be in a reminiscing mood.

- A few months ago my old Sabbath school principal called and asked me to
substitute in a sixth grade class. 1 taught for a few weeks and was surprised by
the changes. We studied Hebrew and history and they still do, but now they also
have electives in Hebrew lettering and Jewish cooking. One group spent part of
the morning doing carpentry, making a wooden ark.

Your school has gone in for what is called experiential education - Hebrew
camps, Israeli dance festivals, and shul-ins - on the sensible grounds that the
only way to appreciate the full range of what it means to be a Jew is to "jew:"

to dress up for Purim, to correspond with a Soviet refusenik, to make charoseth.
I

= It sounds like busy work.

The older, didactic curriculum assumed that the religious school's task is
simply to explain the whys and wherefores of a familiar culture. It was developed
at a time when almost everyone had been raised in a tangibly Jewish home. Many
of our children today grow up in a home which is a middle-class piucc. an American
place, a television place, and only marginly a Jewish place. The Jewish commitment
of their parents may be largely limited to board membership in a Federation agency,
and the child probably has no understanding of the fact that to his parents this
out of the home activity is a form of 'jewing.' Today, unless the religious
school provides Jewish experiences, many will grow up without ever paiticipating
in them and will forever feel as outsiders to the Jewish way.

- When you talk of Jewish experience, I think of my one tripf;ﬂ the Cats-
kills. The food was heavy and the portions were immense. At night the comedians
laced their humor with Yiddish phrases. It was a fnrg&gtabln experience.

There are many levels of taste in every community and cultural institutions

to suit most of them, 1 wouldn't bring these comedians into my school, stand-up
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comics of any stripe don't belong there; but I won't badmouth Jewish popular
culture simply because it's not my cup of tea. It's superficial, but it's wrong
to assume religion is limited to noble and picus sentiments. Religion can't sur-
vive in the rarified atmosphere. Since I look on religion, in the first instance,
as a cultural phenomenon - which is to say that Judaism doesn't exist apart from
the Jewish people - I'm not particularly given to separating Jewish experiences
into religious and non-religious categories. My raligious school kids sing Is-
rael's folk songs as well as hymns and have staged “"Joseph and His Technicolor
Coat"™ as well as "The Story of Chanukah.”

I had brought a copy of The Jewish Catalogue and passed it around. A few

years ago a group of graduate students published this manual as a "do it yourself
kit designed to open options for personal Jewish creativity. " Forgive them their
Jargon., What they offered and what people eagerly accepted - the book's sale
was a minor publishing phencmenon - was a primer for those who want to learn to
"jeu;“ a 'how to' book for a generation of Jews who hadn't learned *how to' at
home. Their thesis was that it's not enough to talk and think about Judaism, we
absorb the world through the senses, and we need to touch and taste Judaism as
well as know the facts about our history and theology.

= Your use of "jew" as a verb is disconcerting. Until today I'd only heard
Jew used as a verb by anti-semites who think it a colorful way to describe over-
shrewd bargaining.

I use "jew" as a verb to make the point that faith is caught, not taught.
If you want to get involved you have to plunge in. Reading books about .Judaism
won't do it. 1I've taught university level courses in Judaism for many years, and
a number of ministers and nuns have been among my best students. Their previous

training had heightened their ability to put religious themes into perspective

and they did well. I hope they gained some appreciation of the Torah tradition,




126

but I'm sure that nothing they learned changed their basic loyalties, nor did I
intend it to. Knowledge is one thing; commitment quite ancther.

= I like the new approach. I remember wondering when I was in religious
schoel why we spent so much time each year talking about the Sabbath. There was
nothing special about the Sabbath. My father went to the office on Saturday and
I played ball. Sabbath talk seemed irrelevant. It was something Jews had done
a long time ago and old-fashioned Jews still did. It wasn't until I went to a
youth conclave where we had Kiddush Friday night and a Havdalah service Saturday
afternocon that I felt that the Sabbath might, in fact, be an attractive part of
my week,

- And?

- And I went right back to my ball games.

= Our teachers hammered away at the theme that the Sabbath was the coriginal
labor law. They told us that in the o0ld, old world an owner could work his Elaves
to death and that the Sabbath law was the first rule which gave peasants and slaves
control over some part of their lives. I wasn't much impressed. All that was
years ago. There are no more slaves. My dad's workers were all unionized. They
worked a five-day week when they worked. Sabbath talk in the twentieth century
seemed an anachronism.

= Weren't there some reformers who wanted to change the Sabbath to Sunday
because that was the day all businesses in Europe and America closed down and
everybody was free?

- I always thought the Saturday-Sunday switch made sense. .

- I can't imagine a Sunday Shabbat.

Few could, which is why the switch, though it seemed to fit the time= and

promised certain practical advantages, never caught on. The Sabbath is one of
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those elemental structures which give Jewish life its recognizable shape. It's
part of the strong current which gives our river its identity.

I've always believed that everything I do must have a clear purpose., I
won't clutter up my life with au;madad customs.

Utility isn't the only meaningful standard for what we do. Religious prac-
tices can have a value which transcend practical or utilitarian social benefit.
They are the medium through which Judaism or any religion transmits its message
and expresses its identity.

- My family had a reason for everything. The dietary laws were important rules
of hygiene. Draining the blood from meat and salting it kept the meat from spoil- ]
ing. Pork carried dangerous parasites.

The problem with that approach is that it misrepresents history. The dietary
laws were originally intended to sequester the Jew from idolatry. The dietary
laws proved to have some hygienic value, but these were secondary as far as the
Torah is concerned to their original purpose which was to help extricate Israel
from the persuasive patterns of idolatry which were 211 about them in the pagan
world. The Torah, as you know, prohibits the eating of pork or shell fish. The
boar and the crayfich were the totems of gods beloved of Moab and Phoenician
Tyre, two of Israel's close neighbors. It was the practice of these peoples to
eat pieces of these totems at a communion meal much as Christians today take the
wine and wafer at communion in the belief that through this rite some of the im-
mortality and power of the god became part of the worshipper's being. The Torah's
dietary prohibitions kept the Jew from participating in any act which could be
construed as pagan. The danger of limiting one's practice to rules which have a
clear and specific utility is that this function is often overtaken by events. The
Sabbath's value as labor law is minimal in a society where the fiv;-dny week is
standard. Yet, the Sabbath and the dietary rules retain their value as forms

which identify Jewish life.
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- America's pure food and drug laws are far more effective and comprehensive
than the Kashrut rules.

Praecisely. If we defend Jewish practice on a social benefit basis, neither
the dietary rules nor the Sabbath nor, for that matter, such customs as the
writing of a Ketubah are compelling. Once upon a time the marriage contract pro-
tected the wife's dower rights in case of a divorce. Today court prescribed ali-
mony protects her rights far more effectively.

- 807

S50 it's impeortant to recognize that social benefit was not the primary pur-
pose of many Torah-mandated practices. The Torah presents the Sabbath as a day
of rest and emphasizes Sabbath observance as a way of aligning the worshipper with
God's own schedule, "For in six days the Lord created Heaven and Earth and He
rested on the seventh day, therefore, the Lord blessed it and hallowed it." Bib-
lical men believed man and God should act in harmony. God's virtues set the moral
pattern for man and His rules like the Sabbath, rules which God Himself obeyed,
allowed the Jew to feel that he was actually aligning his life with God's.

- But some Torah rules have a clear utilitarian purpose: leaving the glean-
ings of the field to the poor, letting a field lie fallow every seventh year,
the rules against theft, murder and idolatry.

And someé rules have no discernable social benefits, like the prohibition
against wearing a garment woven of varicous kinds of threads or the special forms
of particular sacrifices or the specific colors of the robes the priests wore on
certain occasions. ’

- Why should anyone go along with rules that don't make sense?

Rules nnttllnnsi in various ways. Some are utilitarian. Some simply provide
structure and shape for a family and religion. Some identify. Evirfllncitty needs

a New Year's Day and a Thanksgiving. Every family celebrates births and anni-

versaries. Every religion needs an identity, a form, a name, a special feel and
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such events as the Sabbath and the holidays provide these.

= I'm not a goer-along.

What you mean is you're not a Jewish goer-along. You enjoy your weekends and
stay home on Labor Day and Memorial Day.

- I've always looked on religious rules as dispensible, colorful, sometimes
compelling, but take-it-or-leave-itable. Whenever 1 asked my rabbi, 'must
he'd say, 'if it feels right.' My sense of personal autonomy marks off the differ-
ence between 'you must' and 'if it feels right' and it's for that reason that
I'm not an orthodox Jew. Yet, you're saying almost the same thing as an orthodox
rabbi: that the medium is the message.

When your rabbi said, 'if it feels right,' he was saying - somewhat loosely -
that no one will force you to observe this rule or damn you if vou don't. I'm
sure he didn't mean to suggest that Judaism .is only what you want it to be. You
may or may not sit shivah, but you know and he knows that holding a wake is not a
Jewish option.

= If customs and rituals are so valuable, why don't you follow all the tra-
ditional forms?

It's a matter of proportion. On one memorable day when I was five I discovered
where my mother hid the household candy. The same day 1 found out that there can
be too much of a good thing. More is not necessarily better.

= If your test is not a role's social benefit, how do you decide which rules
you will abide and which you will discard?

By what feels right, Jewish, to me and to others like me. It felt wrong to
change the Sabbath to Sunday. Wearing a kippah at worship seems appropriate to
most Jews, but though wearing side-curls and fringes defined being Jewish for

&

many centuries, these practices have fallen ocut of fashion.

= Your justification?

- — -
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A pecple's instinctive understanding of what is vital and what is superficial.

R

In matters of religious definition the community is the determining factor. ,
= If most Jews had accepted the idea of the Sunday Sabbath switch, would you |

have gone along? !
I honestly don't know. Obviously, communities sometimes make foolish or '

even fatal decisions and at times a determined and committed minority will feel _i

the need to stick to its guns. What usually happens is that a compromise emerges

and is accepted. 1I'll give you a for-instance. In the nineteenth century many

non-orthodox rabbis and educators argued that the bar mitzvah ceremony should be

dropped in favor of a co-educational ceremony, Confirmation. They had many good

reasons to want to do so. Bar mitzvah perpetuated an unwanted male chauvinism

adult initiation in an era where childhood was being prolonged no longer fit as a
rite. In the modern world thirteen-year olds are not yet young adults. Confirmation,
which came at fifteen or sixteen, corresponded more closely to the new maturation

schedule. Then, too, there was an educational argument. Bar mitzvah focused

entirely on the mastery of sufficient Hebrew to chant a portion, a Haftarah. Con-

firmation preparation was broad-gauged and dealt with history and concepts as well

as language. Some congregations abandoned the bar mitzvah, but most Jews weren't

willing to go that far. Something in the Jewish heart said, 'this is basie,'
but the Jewish head also recognized the validity of much of the criticism. A

parallel ceremony for girls, the bat mitzvah, was brought inte being, Confirmation

was kept and efforts were made to see that children didn't end their religious
education at thirteen, change within the context of continuity.
- We wrote our own wedding service. It seemed right at the time, but now
I'm not so nurll hs I look back, our service seems more an improvisation than
': a consecration. I remember feeling that my parents were somewhat made uneasy.
They must have felt emotionally left out. It was so different from their wedding

'] that it didn*t seem Jewish.




-

131

= I'm just the opposite. The old doesn't interest me. Ours is a new world.
Your in-laws' feelings weren't the issue. It was your marriage, not theirs. At
least your words were yours, genuine, not some old Hebrew formula which nobody
could understand.

- I don't agree. For me much of the meaning of our wedding service was that
I was taking part in an old and weathered ritual. Over the centuries tang of
thousands of Jewish couples had been blessed with the same words. It felt com-
fortable,

I'm not married so I can't tell you how I1'd feel, but I'm troubled by the
argument which seems to me illogical that on the one hand the value of ritual and
ceremony is that they define and give shape to our lives as Jews, and on the other
that we can pick and choose among Jewish rituals and even reshape customs to sSuit
our taste and that the resulting ceremony is somehow Jewish.

Judaism's shape has been changed by each generation of Jews to meet their
needs and fit their taste. In medieval Germany the groom didn't stamp on a glass
at the end of the wedding se;uice; he threw it at a gargoyle on the synagogue's
outer wall in order to drive away all evil spirits. 01d forms take on new meanings.

- What gives any ritual its authenticity? What makes an event a Jewish ritual
and not a happening? -

- Who decides what must be kept and what can be changed and how are these
decisions arrived at?

What people feel in mattere of custom, a community's preferences are deter-
minative. Many European rabbis objected over the centuries to the breaking of a
glass at a wddding. The custom smacked of superstition, but the community liked
the custom, defined it as Jewish, and it was kept. The same is true of the Kol
Nidre chant on Yom Kippur. There were rabbis who wanted to nhund;n the chant
because they felt it laid Jews open to the charge of sanctioning dishonesty.

The original text was a formula which released the Jew from all vows and obligations
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he might undertake during the next twelve months. It was designed to forestall
any quilt Jews might feel because of impulsive vows thnylmight make to God, but
it could be read more suspiciously and many sages didn't want to provide anti-
semites grist for their mill. But the community loved the melody,associated
the text with the continuing Jewish loyalty of those who were forced to convert,
and would not give it up.

- But, surely not every practice depends on popular approval. Most of our
practices are mitzvot, accepted as divine commands.

Agreed. The argument today centers on what is mitzvah command and what
minhang custom. Many of us, I include myself in this group, have consciously en-
larged the category of minhag to make it possible for Jewish life to cope with
radical change.

- Give me a for instance.

The separation of men and women in worship. 1It's crucial that we make pos-
sible changes which reflect fundamental changes in family structure and perceptions
of gender-based differences. In a world where women are accepted as equals, the
women's balcony and the mehitza are anachronisms. The rabbis considered the
separate treatment of the sexes as command, I don't. Practice has always been
sanctioned by a sense of iEf appropriateness. Maimonides made the same argument
about shrines, sacrifices, and Temple ceremony that I'm making about women's
balconies and women rabbis. Jews, he said, patterned Temple worship after the
shrines of their environment, but as they gradually came to understand the radical
changes, their tradition sought to introduce into religious thinking. They created
a more appropriate institution, the synagogue, but did not abandon The Temple
until it was phrsinallr destroyed by the Roman army.

= I can see the value of ritual. Our lives are paced and pressured and we
can all use a good bit of structure, but something holds me back from doing any-

thing about my perception. I don't participate. I worry that if I did I'd

“m
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somehow be taking a step backward. 1 set great value on being liberated - a free

e 1B

spirit.

I'm convinced our age sets too much value on autonomy, going our own way .

We need roots as well as a sense of our individuality; unfortunately, our socciety
emphasizes only the breaking out, doing our own thing. Sometime ago I decided to
submit a grant application for some programs my congregation was about to launch
to a local foundation. The director and I had lunch. He wanted to be helpful. ’
Over coffee he advised me to describe our programs as ‘creative' or ‘innovative' l
and as breaking new ground. I asked him if it might not be to everyone's advan-
tage if monies were forthcoming to support existing programs. I am convinced |

our schools would have done better if they hadn't been encouraged to develop so

many 'innovative' programs and had support in carrying out the familiar discip-

lines of reading, writing and ciphering. I was told a new age requires new ideas,
and since they had the fund that I was asking for I didn't take the argument any
further; but I'm convinced that we've not given many essential communal tasks the

support they deserve.

- What's this got to do with my hangup about Jewish practice?

SR S ey —

I was trying to suggest your problem stems from a whole series of cultural
assumptions. We've been taught to equate the acceptance of traditicnal discip-
lines with dependency and the jettisoning family norms with independence. I sug-

gest that this whole approach is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the

role of ceremony. 1I'm no less myself because I worship regularly. Worship reminds

— e

me of my responsibility at the same time that it signals community. Rituals can

seduce or liberate. 1It's how we use them. An experience - any experience - can be

profoundly challenging or purely mechanical. Some go to a symphony to be exalted,

others 4o sleep, others to study the conductor's reading of the place. Abraham (
Heschel, one of the most concerned Jewish thinkers of our day and an observant

Jew was active in the civil rights and anti-Vietnam movements and a man with a

most original turn of mind. I remember hearing a lecture in which he made the point
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that the Jewish structure of his private life gave him the strength tec think through
this conventional wisdom and arrive at his own mind,
- I guess it also depends on a particular religion's attitude towards ritual,
Kissing a bishop's ring implies submission. Reading the Haggadah on Seder night
reminds us of the obligation of freedom.
= I worry about people who accept ritual without thinking about what they're
doing. We've already talked about this and you've argued that Jews have ﬁeuer
glorified thoughtless commitment, but it seems to me that's what the mitzvah
system is all about. 'Do it because that's what God wants.' At Sinai the tribes
accepted the Covenant before they heard its terms. That kind of loyalty is danger-
ous in the extreme and I worry about those who leap before they look.
I worry more about those who don't look after they have made the leap of com-
mitment. In life we have to make commitments before we can fully test them out; but
only fools stay with commitments which diminish life and shrivel the soul.
- You can think to¢ much and think yourself out of any commitment. There are
always reasons not to. I'm pleased that we've begun to put more trust in our !
feelings. I'm a heart person, not a mind person. Mind people, the think tank '
aexperts, are the cause of most of many of our problems. !
- What's this got to do with religious practice?
- I see the fact that more people are turning to ritual as an encouraging
sign that we're learning to trust the heart more than the head.
I hope not too much more. I agree that candles and Kiddish are in and I
hope I1'm right that this is not an either/or situation, but a balan:inq out of

an overemphasis of the mind which accompanied the first wave of modernity. Be-

1 cause of the flood of inventions and discoveries that have made our lives so
much easier, machines ended the need to keep millions all their lives in back-
breaking labor and provided a flood of goods, medicine had doubled the life span,

many in the West proclaimed reason the supreme virtue of a new secular religion.
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John Locke and his friends showed that all forms of privilege and arbitrary au-
thority were unreasonable and Isaac Newton and his friends proved that careful re-
search and reasoning could give us some contrel over the environment. The univer-
sity was reason's sanctuary and the research scientist was the priest who served
at reason's altar, Unfortunately, what reason gave with one hand she took back
with the other. Doctors immunized whole populations and added millions of people
to the role of the undernourished. Machines ended manual labor and shackled ;
millions to mind-deadening work on assembly lines.

- Robots have changed all that.

- And put millions of people out of work.

I'm sure that one of the reasons I decided to become a rabbi was my feeling
that while we have mastered physical power, we have not begun to master ourselves.
1 have nightmares whenever I remind myself of the kind of people who control the
buttons which can launch a nuclear attack.

- What made you feel that being a rabbi would help?

I felt Judaism had rather nicely balanced reason and feeling and that if I
could explain our approach to others and help them make it part of their lives,
I'd have done a useful piece of work. Judaism is the only religion I know where
equal emphasis is given to the cultivation of the heart and the head. The nﬁna-
gogue was both a classroom and a sanctuary. Rabbis have taught for centuries
that wisdom should inform the act - an ignorant person cannot be a saint - and
that wisdom which does not lead to careful and caring activity is not wisdom at
all. The rabbi was a civic person and tribune of his people, not an ivy-towered

scholar or a pious recluse, but it was never activity for activity's sake. One

could be a hl!!EthDtEEL a foolish saint.




136

- I want a vision and my rabbi, like you, gives me what he calls wisdom. I
want to dream the impossible dream and he tells me to make sure I'm not embarked
on mission impossible.

If you told me: *I want to drop out of college and do something for the
world,™ I'd suggest, as I think your rabbi would, that a trained mind can do more
for the world than an untrained enemy supported only by good intentions. Your
rabbi didn't tell you not to serve, but to make sure that you're serving effectively.

- When God told Abraham to leave home, he went. I

Take another look at the text. God tells Abraham to go and "Wherever you go be
a blessing." Incidentally, ethical problem-solving comes in two models: Aristotle's
and Abraham's. Aristotle, as you know, proposed a balancing of cpposites, a
calculation of conseguences. Aristotle's approach is that of the cool and detached
academic. Actions are to be restrained and temperate. Abraham also counsels
moderation, but his approach involves a caleculus of possibility. Abraham socught
the path which would  lead him and his to a better life. The goal is growth, not
balance; action, not stasis. Someone called Abraham's way an obdurate morality of
common sense, but that's not the whole of it. The standard is holiness. Aris-
totle's way is a balancing act. Abraham's involves moving ahead: "Press on to
know God," "Seek peace and pursue it."

Almost without exception, Judaism looks on judgment and commitmeént as comple-
mentary and equally necessary virtues. Judaism is a both/and rather than an
either/or tradition. Withdrawal and asceticism was encouraged by some groups like
the Essenes, but most rabbis lived at home, married, had children and worked at
some ordinary occupation. With us it's not the demon rum, total abstinence, but
drink in moderation and chant the Kiddush. Materialism and greed are condemned

as sins, but poverty is no proof of virtue. Where there is no bread, there is no

Torah. The Jew prayed every day, "Grant us peace,” but most were not pacifists
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and self-defense was permitted even on the Sabbath. Jews patiently waited for the
Messiah and, yet, worked toward the solution of the world's problems: “If you
have a sapling in your hand and someone calls ocut: 'Lo, the Messiah comes,' plant
the sapling first and then go to meet him."™ There can be "fools for Christ" but
the strangeness of the phrase, "fools for Torah,” speaks volumes. We are to live
cooperatively and as a community, but selflessness is not the ultimate virtue.
Each of us has an ego as well as a need to love and be loved.

- My father always said: '"There's no sadder excuse than I'm sorry, I really
meant well.'

= You describe Judaism ag a balanced religion. That's not the Judaism I

knew as I was growing up. My Hebrew teacher had a ruler and wrapped us on the

knuckles when we asked chuzpadik questions. Those who didn't follow the traditional

rules were wrong or evil and that was the end of the discussion.

- My background was balanced against emotion. Our service was largely talk
and follow-along reading. Its céentral feature was a sermon which was really an
academic lecture. The rabbi was an intelligent man and my parents always said that
they learned a lot from him, but people kept their feelings under close rein.

Even the music was controlled and subdued.

- We belt out the songs. Some evening a group dances out the Torah portion.

It's noisy, it's fun, but sometimes I want toc think and there's too much commotion

for that. The rabbi rarely lectures. He usually tells a Hasidic story. 1It's

nice, but sometimes I wish he'd deal with some of the real problems of cur times.
- S0 where is your famous balance? Everyone's experience seems {0 huuevhean
weighted heavily one way or the other.
We've all over-reacted to the pressures of our times. Life's no longer con-
sistent. There have been too many shocks and changes. Some cnngra;atinnn and

families remain convinced that reason and research will solve all our problems.

1f they gave that up, they'd be lost. Others are reacting to the failure of
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science and reason to bring greater security into our lives. They can't see how
we can call progress the fact that nations today fight with laser beams and hy-
drogen bombs while cave men fought with bows and arrows.

- The reaction against reason seems particularly pronounced among us. Our
service is almost all sound and motion. The feeling's there but little else.

Reason failed the Jew in a special way. Once reasconable governments tore
down the walls of the ghetto, Jews were confident our neighbors would see that we
didn't have horns and that our traditions were as upright and forthright as theirs.
In many countries we did gain citizenship, but our problems weren't over. France,
the home of Liberty, Eguality and Fraternity, produced the Dreyfus trial. Germany,
the intellectual center of Eurcpe, produced Auschwitz.

- Hitler was a parancoid.

Never forget that he was actually elected and that most Germans flocked to
his banner, If you insist that what happened in Germany was an aberration, you
must deal with England issuing the White Paper of 1939 which closed Palestine to
Hitler's victims and our own country convening several refugee conferences in the
late thirties not to save European Jews but to placate American ones. I don't
find it surprising that the decorum and reasonable approach, which was typical
of Jewish life here in the early decades of this century, has been replaced in
most of our congregations with songs sung against the darkness and the comfort of
participating in age-old rites.

- I read recently about a survey of Jewish attitudes whose major finding was

that Jews feel a desperate need for community.

Another sign of the mood of the times was the phenomenal popularity of Fiddler

on the Roof. The real shtetl was poor, full of misery and cruelty, a bleak place,

L |

not the paradise lost of the stage play. But it had intimacy and color, which are

the emotional supports we apparently miss mist. Most Jews seem to want the syna-

gogue to be a place where the loneliness of modern life can be overcome and

el - e A R T S B
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blandness forgotten. Incidentally, community is a universal need, Fiddler played
to packed houses all around the world,

On a scale of one to ten, as a Jew I'm a two or three. I went to Sabbath
School and 1 go on Yom Kippur. I came here to be with some friends as much as
for the talk. I've found the discussion interesting, but, no offense meant, it
was all surface - talk - until last night when we held hands around the campfire

and sang Hebrew folk ﬁnngs. For some reason -the evening got to me. I understood

why you've been saying, '"try it, you'll like it.°'

- I may be a cynic, but I set little store on campfire conversions. 1 was
active years ago in our Temple's youth group. I've been to institutes before and
I've held hands in a dozen friendship circles and heard plenty of people say:
'I'm hooked.' Give them two days at home and they've forgotten all about it. For
Judaism to mean something you really believe in the message. I like being at a

Seder table: the food, the family, the songs, hiding the Afikomen. I get a kick

fugitive. What stays with me is the Haggadah or, rather, its ideas about spiritual

when 1 rattle off “"who knows thirteen" without looking at the book, but all that's
as well as physical bondage, and about the difference between "freedom from" and
“freedom for." I know I have to wrestle with these ideas if I'm going to make my
life add up to nnrihing.

= In Confirmation class the rabbi talked a good bit about Passover and freedom i
and to tell you the truth, it went in one ear and out the other. I like Seder f

because ofx the songs and the food. 1It's only recently that I began to think a

bit about the themes of Passover.
- y o -"Ilrl"-‘lvl'"'
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remind me of Maimonides and Ha-Levi.
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ohil sopher who was willing,
wo men 1ived in the same Seph-




140

ardic world at about the same time, 1
Maimonides trusted only the mind. Maimonides justified Judaism by showing
that its teachings corresponded to philosophic concepts scholars then accepted as
reasonable. The heart was impulsive; only the mind was constant and clear. The
mitzvot were God's will, but happily, they also enhanced mental health and personal
hygiene. Maimonides was an elitist who believed that a talented man could master
1ife through the determined use of his intellect. He often complained about the

noise of the synagogue next door and he dismissed as vulgar that synagogue's prac-

tice of parading the Torah around its hall. His prayer was the calm outreaching of

the mind rather than the uncontrollable expression of a troubled heart.

Maimonides wrote prose, brilliant analyses which awe the reader with their
analytic precision and logical acumen. He provided sophisticated answers to sophis-
ticated gquestions, but had little time for the simple needs and confessions of or-
dinary felk. He defended Jewish interests at the governor's court - he was the
governor's personal physician - but he did so by guiet representation and not by

carrying a placard demanding the caliph's resignaticn. I cannot imagine Maimonides

in an unbuttoned shirt, sitting crosslegged at a campfire, holding hands with

friends while they sing an endless series of Hebrew folk songs.

Juda Ha-Levi trusted his heart. He had studied philosophy long enough to know
the bitterness with which philosophers disagreed, so he was not abashed when he
stepped beyond the limits of logic. He loocked on the mind as a useful instrument,
but commitment, he Hnihlsblginl in the heart. Ha-Levi trusted people lnﬁ spoke
easily to all he met. The inconsistencies of talk were dearer to him than the or-
derliness of tﬁiﬁﬁ-‘f ~ He ”

ted H?' philosophic ideas as dialogue and he wasn't

bothered if W
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bustle of life. He might be charged with occasional excess, but never with indif-
ference. Maimonides spoke gravely and advised Jews to face their problems with
patience and prudence, Ha-Levi was extravagantly committed to the mystery of Israel's
chosenness and wept for the Messiah. When he could no longer wait patiently for the
Messiah's arrival, he left Spain for Zion where, according to legend, he was cut
down by Arab cavalry as he prayed before the gates of Jerusalem. Ha-Levi's spirit
was full of feeling, passionate and compassionate, democratic, poetic, responsive
to the grand redemptive themes, intensely Zionist and, above all, immersed in and
concerned with the fate of Israel. Ha-Levi tried to show Judaism as a self-sufficient
reality and he judged its teachings by their impact on each Jew rather than on their
logical consistency.
- You've been saying, I gather, that though each of us tends naturally one way
or the other, our times have made Ha-Levians of most of us.
Precisely.
- Is that good or bad?
It depends how far the balance shifts. Unthinking commitment is as undesirable
as unfeeling intellectuvalism.
= Wnat I want are the special moments. 1 want to participate in some larger
and better power, to be taken out of my present self so I can become my better
self,
- You remind me of a story about a Christian missionary who came across a
Hindu ascetic sitting cross-legged beside a lily pond, watching the sun set over
the water. Eager to save his heathen soul, the missionary sat down, beside the

ascetic 1n1'iilhti'ihinﬂﬁil~ii1nﬁn! ihﬁpt the truths of Christianity. The mystic
m"- -!‘ .
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eloguently of God's might and saving power., Again, only silence, but after awhile
the ascetic slowly I;ised his hand to point to a lily which was beginning to bloom
as darkness set in.

- That's it, awe, reverence - call it what you will. It's what I want out
of a service.

The lily is a beautiful flower, but I confess that I would point not tﬁ nature's
beauty but to what the spirit of God in man can accomplish: an El Greco figure, a
Beethoven quartet, Keat's poetry and, beyond all these, the Torah. I find God's
saving power in all the accomplishments we call civilization.

- I've no trouble with such spirit-of-God talk. What bothers me is the tendency
to localize God's spirit in and only one religion. In Religious School I was
taught to define Judaism as ethical monotheism: the affirmation of the oneness of
God and of the centrality of ethical living. Judaism was presented as a set of
moral principles which I or anyone could usefully follow all my life. That made
sense. What doesn't make sense ig all the ethnic add-ons. They serve only to
divide us from those who are trained in other traditions.

Ethical monotheism was a particularly useful term for those who felt that we
have reached a stage in civilization when people could and would dispense with an
articulated set of religious practices and realize the common ethical perceptions
which presumedly all peoples share. Ethical monotheism also provided them with a
rough but useful pair of garden shears with which they could prune Judaism of an
overgrowth of medieval folkways and customs. When the ghetto walls came tumbling

down and Jews were able to be part of the modern world, much of this underbrush
ared away and the term, ethical monotheism, provided a simple measure

- :---'I,.-- -: =

1 LR =Y [} .I = a0 = [ T .
o P T S T e
]

"=

s easily to Islam as

Sy et

e e
4oran traditlor

m: I e ol ! L.
P, e i 2 ]




143
it is monotheistic, and it is much more, and that much more includes Rosh Hashanah,

the Sabbath, midrash and siddur, the huppah and yahrzeit, Hebrew and Yiddish,

Ayn Kelchenu and Hatikvah, hallah and matzah. As a label ethical monotheism
failed to give due weight to those experiences which were and are uniquely Jewish;
and, as we've just heard, encouraged the belief that all customs and cultural ex-
periences are parochial and dispensable. As I've said before, a Judaism which is
nothing more than a few ﬁnbla ideas cannot deal with life as it really is.

Ethical monotheism sounds good, but it doesn't tell me what specific standards
are intended by the term ethics.

You're raising what I call the Golden word problem. Golden words like peace,

justice, righteousness, are significant only if they are related to a specific
context. As a child I heard Hitler and Stalin speak of peace. In recent years
I've heard Andropov speak of peace and Ronald Reagan and Yasser Arafat. When I
hear our president speak of the need for peace in the Middle East I know he means
that he wants an arrangement which will provide the United States unhampered access
to oil and profitable markets and reduce Soviet influence in the area. Ethical
terms have no meaning ocutside a particular context. The general category ethics
describes a subject area, not specific standards, and adding monotheism to ethics
doesn't help much. Islam is an ethical monotheism which affirms the right of
jihad, holy war.

= 1 hate it when a discussion gets stuck on definition. Someone uses a simple
word and everyone jumps on him. A guy I grew up with has a guru. He quotes his
master all the time, visits him, and gives him most of what he earns. He says
that for the first time in his life he feels at peace with himself. I know he's

under a spell, but he asks and gets answers. When I ask, I get asked what my
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Would you, like your friend, give up your independent judgment in return for
answers which may be no more than someone's all too confident opinion?

- A neighbor was at loose ends until he joined Habad. He says they made him
feel welcome and whole. Before he had nothing but guestions about himself and Ju-
daism; now he says he has answers. I don't think much of his answers, but he's
happy .

Are you sure your young friend's happy?

- He's paid a price. He won't eat at home. His parents' kitchen isn't
kosher enough. His girl left him. He wanted her to join Habad, but she had her
own plans. S5till, he seems happy enough. He's certainly no longer as high strung
as he was. By the way, how did you know that he was young?

The late teens and early twenties are the vulnerable yerars. So much is
happening so fast. It's a time of sexval awakening, when we explore a whole range
of new emotions. We have to adjust to the strange and rather frightening adult
world., I'm sure you can remember how conflicted you were and how impossible it
seemed to get from here to there - from being a student and a dependent to being
a self-supporting, self-confident adult. People's need for certainty, for a con-
firming system of values, increases sharply during any uncertain passage.

The cults thrive when people feel pushed and confused. They thrive today be-
cause many grow up hearing parents say one thing, peers another, while their
teachers had still other ideas. The media come at you with a variety of conflicting
values and blandishments. Some can't cope with this relentless barrage of exper-

iences, unpurtuﬁitii.;-,'ifirp

advice. Their emotional systems reacted
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electrical circuite and simply shut off. That's when a guru or cult leader becomes
a godsend. He says: 'stop worrying, I'll do your thinking for you.'
- Other generations didn't turn to cults.
India was much further away than it is today. In the early part of the cen-
tury the new gods were Marx and Lenin and the new scripture of the various socialist
doctrines which provided all the answers.

- I tried the Eastern way. It didn't work. I'd tried Judaism first. I

went to the Temple library and did some reading. I learned more than I cared to l
know about customs and ceremonies, but it was all surface stuff. What I read didn't
speak to my needs or answer my guestions or make me feel right about life.

It's the guru, not his published works, that appeal. The answer you need to

the basic commitment gquestions isn't in any book.

- Then why do so many people regularly read the Bible? They're certainly

‘B 1 e

looking for answers and many must feel they've been helped.
Those who pick up a Gideon Bible in a motel room are already more than half
convinced the words will help. They treat Biblical texts as talismans and mantras. I

You say you tried Judaism by doing a bit of reading. I must warn you, there's

no such thing as instant Torah. An old wise religion like ocurs knows that gurus
and evangelists offer lovely but naive simplicities, not the stuff of wisdom.
Judaism can't be reduced to a few sentences. Judaism doesn't pretend to have an

explanation for everything. "Seek not to explain God's ways to man for these are

beyond your understanding." The sense that life fits together is there, but also

the thought that anyone who wishes to gain wisdom will have to think deeply about

his experiences and that the best way to do so is to spend days and months living
and worshipping the Jewish way. '
b t's wrong with wanting answers? You've emphasized the fact that all

religions exiet to provide the community with a sense of coherence and to ratify

certain values.
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Life is too complex and mysterious to be comprehended in words. Socrates
stands for all those who have taught that we cannot live by other men's definitions
or philosophies, however convincingly argued. The ultimate guestions cannot be sat-
isfactorily answered by a few lines of thought. They must be answered in the liv-
ing. I offer you Judaism, a way of life, and not a few words which claim to answer
all of life's guestions.

- You're avoiding the issue. I want straight-forward answers.

- If you can't give me the truth, what can you do for me?

We can talk about the consequences of a decision to take up our way of life.
I can guide you into a Jewish way of life. I can show you where to begin and make
sure you're asking the right guestions of life. I can tell you what others have

felt and felt they learned. I can keep you from plunging down dead ends. We're

PO ——

not the first generation to wonder. I'm not asking you to accept anything on blind
faith, but I want you to recognize that you can't go at your religious problems

as you would a research project. It's not a question of problem solving but of

developing new understandings and capacities. We have to think out and live out !
our religious commitments. .
= I know rabbi means teacher and that's really the role you've been describ- L

ing, but that's not all you are. My rabbi's a good teacher, a good Joe, but when
he puts on a pulpit robe and stands at the pulpit he seems to be saying: 'I'm a
holy man', - and I know he's no different than I am.

Holiness is in the eyes of the beholder. In Talmudic times, and more re-
cently among the Hasidim, it was widely believed that certain rabbis could suc-

cessfully intercede with God for those in need, that their advice was inspired,

and that their blessing could heal. The traditional rabbi was a learned man
who was also a holy man - if his community felt he was.

- Holy men, the whole lot of faith healers and amulet writers were/are

-
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- My rabbl would be the last person to claim holy powers.

I don't think of myself as a healer, but I have performed miracles, not
because I am an adept or even interested in laying on the hands, but simply
because people came to me expecting a miracle and their faith made a 'miracle’
happen. The need to believe is in each of us.

- I don't doubt your experience, but I find such credulity sad, beyond
belief, and I'm troubled when religious leaders encourage people to believe

they can cure diseases which are resistant to medical science. Too many religions l
play on our desperation and our dependency needs.

Don't generalize. If I encouraged dependency our talks would consist of
testimonies which certified my healing powers and of my telling you without
any gualifications: here is the truth. I like the fact that Judaiam has been
successful in keeping Torah rather than a holy man out front. I'm impressed
by a religion like ours which can imagine God saying, as He presumedly did to
Isaiah: "Come, let us reason together."™

= I'vé a born-again - friend who insists that she is a changed and better .
person since she accepted Christ and was saved. At times I've enjoyed being i
a Jew, and I know that being Jewish has subtlely affected many of my attitudes; :
but I cannot imagine myself saying after a Yom Kippur service, 'everything is
clear, I'm saved.' Now that I think of it, I've never heard a rabbi speak of
being saved.

My Habad neighbor never uses the term, but it seems to me that he would make
the same kind of claim as your Christian friend.

Being saved is a Christian's term for the emotional high people get during
a binding experience. Actually, the prototypical experience occurred to Jacob.
Jacob defrauded his brother Esau of his birthright and, fearing Esau's anger, fled

| the family campsite. His first night in the wilderness he's alone, unarmed and

.‘friiﬂ.tF!F'!ﬂﬁg'ﬁ+11 come after him with blood in his eyes. He sleeps unprotected
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on the open ground, a prey to attack by robbers or wild animals. He dreams. In
his dream he sees God and hears God say to him: "Do not be afraid. I am with you."
When he awakens the Bible has him say: "Surely, God is in this place and I knew

it not."” This sense of awakening, of becoming aware of realities we had till then
not perceived, is the essence of a binding or conversion experience. It's a moment
when our imagination takes over and, to our surprise, we see, or think we see,
another rnaiity beneath and behind the world which is normally present to our
senses., What happens actually is that under pressure we tap dormant spiritual
resources and, as we do we experience a surge of power which makes us feel what

we had not felt before, a surge which gives us a wonderful sense of being alive

in a way we may never have sensed before.

- If it's such a wonderful sensation, why deoesn't Judaism make a big thing
out of being saved? 1I'd welcome a 'born again' experience. I'd like to put my
doubts to rest, but I can't imagine having a binding experience in my synagogue.
It's a place of much talk and little awe.

It needn't be so. There is much about our worship - the chant, the song, the
swaying, the spirit - which can open us up to the surge of holiness. When a Jew
fasts the twenty-four hours of Yom Kippur, immerses himself in the service, im-
agines himself standing before a heavenly court, thinks deeply about his life
and God's will, becomes aware of his sins and his power to change the direction
of his life, unexpected power often surges through him. I've felt that Yom Kippur
surge,

- Why don't rabbis talk openly about their religious EHpEtiﬂﬂEEE?I They're
always nxpllihinq and analyzing when a bit of personal experience would be much
more effective. I find the quiet witnessing of a Quaker service compelling in
ways our bookish service is not.

sh-ring-:nnthir pitiﬂn'l experience can be a moving experience, but not
1 E

nnﬂnlilriiy~- u.l!hi one. The mood is fugitive. Part of the appeal is simply
joy looking in on other peop

_;!tljiiﬂp,'hﬂt 1 often think the appeal of
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public witness and of the television scaps derive from the same voyeuristic im-
pulse and our desire to live vicariocusly.

Then, too, there are dangers involved in emphasizing testimony. A skilled
cult leader can stage an experience which will bind many to him. The art of emo-
tional manipulation is well-known. At Nuremburg thousands of German youth were
powerfully and permanently bound to Naziism.

- When we read William James' psychological classic, Varieties of Religious

Experience, in college I noticed that none of the mystical experiences he recorded

happened to Jews.

James cited evidence from the world he knew and his Protestant world has al-
ways cultivated witness and testimony. Protestantism, in opposition to the
Catholic assertion of papal authority, based its claim to authenticity on the
right of any believer genuinely moved by God's spirit to interpret God's will.
Rituals, like witnessing, were devised to encourage church-goers to anticipate the
inrush of the Holy Spirit and to trust that experience.

- That sounds like a recipe for religious anarchy. How would you ever know
whose experience to believe?

That's why there have been s0 many Protestant denominations, but what was
lost in consistency was made up in immediacy.

= Then you value structure more than immediacy. I don't.

With me it's both/and. I don't fully trust the inrush of the spirit for all
the reasons I've given you, and I know that I can't live a religious life which
is enlivened only by the testimony of others.

- Some years ago I thought I had found the truth. I won't go into the whole
story, but 1 had a religious high. Everything was in place and then it all fell

apart., I crashed and was crushed. I was convinced God let me down. It took me

years to acknowledge that God hadn't let me down. I had deluded myself into be-

lieving that 1 had answers when all I had was a few pat phrases and an illusion
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or two that by force of wanting something enough I could make it happen.

- I'd still like answers.

We all would and there are plenty of religious leaders out there who are ready
to offer them to you. Unfortunately, faith can't do all that such men claim for
it.

- Why not?

Faith doesn't change our objective situation. Faith can't heal a broken back
or a broken world or free us of chemical addiction. We may desperately want to
change our lives, but wanting is only the first step in renewal.

- You're not as encouraging as some of the T.V. preachers who assure me Christ
will straighten out my life.

I believe in truth in advertising.

- I've watched a few of those programs. They must do some good. I've seen
people get up out of wheel chaire and walk. I know alcoholics who insist only
faith in God allows them to get a handle on their problem.

Faith works except when it doesn't work.

- Does a binding experience ever really turn a life around?

Binding experiences often point us in new directions, and once we've taken
the first step a great deal changes for us. Abraham obeyed God and never turned
back. There's a time when you know without saying it that you're a committed Jew
and will probably be all your life. But that doesn't mean you won't have doubts
or that being Jewish will resclve all your perscnal problems. I'm a committed
and well-informed Jew, but I've not resolved all the contradictions of my nature,
nor have I gained eguanimity, and I don't really believe I ever will.

- But there are Jewish binding experiences.

Of course, but don't expect them to come as a bolt out of th; blue. The

first step is an active involvement. The more you open yourself up, the greater
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the chance that you'll be moved. I like the rabbinic phrase: God is wherever man
will let Him in.
We'd come full circle. It was time to move to the pantry for a late snack

and less intense talk. We'd come back to.the guestion of faith in the morning.
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Chapter 7

JUDAISM 1§

It was a bright morning. Everything and everyone was fresh. 1 began with a
bit of family history,

- Twenty-five years ago my father wrote a book in which he tried to dis-
tinguish the Jewish world outlook from that of other philosophies and religions.
He entitled his manuscript, Where Judaism Differs. An editor, convinced that
people, book buyers, no longer believed that there were siqnifi:anf differences

in the teachings and attitudes of the major religions, tinkered with his title and

the book was published as Where Judaism Differed. He assumed that a study of past

differences might be bought for its historical value, but a manual on present day
differences would have no market since it would be looked on as irrelevant. He
felt, and I think many would agree with him, that today most people share a few
pasic ideas about God and goodness and pay little, if any, attention to the re-
ligious differences which have caused so much bitterness and division over the
centuries.

- What about Ireland?

= Or the Middle East?

I suppose that like many other white, well-educated, culturally literate, and
determinedly liberal people, he simply dismissed the religious wars in Ireland and
the Middle East as relics of medievalism, unfortunate but soon to be ocutgrown.

Actually, he badly misread the times. Since World War II a tidal wave of

religious passion has rolled across the globe. Sectarian violence has been a

daily fact of life in Ireland, Lebanon, the Soudan, Iran, India, Pakistan, and
Indoncsia. Tens of thousands have ﬁiud in what are, in effect, religious wars.
Nor have religious tensions been limited to the underdeveloped :ﬂé;triu:- Canada
has almost broken into two parts along religious lines: one French Catholic, the

other Anglo-Saxen Protestant, and our own political life has gotten embroiled in
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a whole range of religious issues: creationism, Federal aid to parochial educa-
tion, the right-to=life amendments, the prayer in public school amendment. . .

- Your father's editor and my dad were cut from the same cloth. Dad dismissed
all religious writing as self-serving scribble about what couldn't be known and
didn't need to be known. He would go on at length about Galileo, Spinoza, and
Scopes, citing their trials as proof that religious groups are afraid of real
knowledge. Superstition, which for him included religion, would disappear as
learning and science spread. I can still hear him say, you don't see witch doctors

at Harvard. 1 thought of him when you talked the other day of America's civil

religion. He believed in love, justice and progress and took for granted the value

of democracy, soclial reform, and individual freedom. Like your editor, he had
the disadvantage of being an educated, mildly liberal, middle-class, white Ameri-
can male who was so secure in this country's power and prosperity that he was
confident its values, his values, would soon be accepted by the rest of the
world.

= What's wrong with those ideas? People turn to crime and violence if they
have been brutalized by poverty and dehumanizing institutions. In the jungle you
have to be a predator. Fortunately, society doesn’t have to be a jungle. As more
people experience security and love and have the advantage of a decent education,
they'll open up their hearts and not be so guick to strike out. These energies
which now find an outlet in viclence will be sublimated to more useful ends.

From your mouth to God's ears. 1 wish there was evidence that deep inside
each of us is, in fact, a loving and kindly person. Despite good homes and count-
less opportunities, suburbia's children can be as delinguent as those who are
raised in the city's streets. Caring parents and cultural advantages do not and
cannot guarantee the child will become a decent and gentle adult a;y more than a

broken home and a tough neighborhood make it inevitable that a street kid will
& §
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grow up to be a hood.

- Children are born innocent, loving. We make them what they become.

Mot so. In the final analysis we make ourselves. Freud opened our eyes to
infant sexuality and its survival drive. Every baby is a bundle of needs and
human nature is always full of contradictions.

- Let's get back to your father's editor. You dismissed his argument that
religious differences are no longer relevant on the basis of his failure as a po-
litical prophet. 1I'11 agree he was no Drew Pearson, but he may only have jumped
the gun. I'm of a younger generation than that editor and I'm convinced, as are
most of my friends, that despite differences in custom, Judaism and Christianity
teach essentially the same values: love, kindness, character, and that no one
has time any longer for the old theological arguments.

- I'm your age and I don't share your feelings at all. Religious differen-

ces still matter - a lot, I fought a lot of kids who called me Jew boy or worse.
My college room mate tried to convert me., I was thrown off a team because I
wouldn't kneel in the locker room before a game and pray. How can you doubt the
power of the various religions? _Arahs have been fighting a holy war against Is-
rael since before I was born., A million Hindus and Muslims were killed when India
was partitioned and that war flares up intermittently. I still find it incredible
when 1 read of college women in Iran thanking the Ayotollah Khomeini for ordering

them back into Eurduh.

We're back to the fact that religions are human phenomena and that, despite
their concern with themes of redemption and holiness, they inevitably reflect all
the dark passions human beings are heir to as well as their white hopes. The

Shiites of Iran under Khomeini are embarked on a holy war. They overthrew the Shah.

-

They want to overthrow the Ba'ath government of Irag which they call atheist.

WEEE

i eyes take on a glazed look at the prospect of a crusade to free Jerusalen
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that Khomeini's Ialaﬁ provides millions of Iranians a sense of liberation and
vindication.

- How can you defend Khomeini?

I'm not. He's a fanatical leader of a religious group which has a long his-
tory of violence ;nd excess. I'm simply making the point that the world-wide
religious revival, of which Iran provides perhaps the most dramatic instances,
should not have been unexpected. People need religions the same way they need
names. Moreover, religious passion feeds on soccial stress - the more convulsed
the present the more desperate people become to hold on to the so-called certain-
ties of the past.

= You're talking about Asia and Africa, not modern societies like ours,

Where Judaism Differed was published in 1956 just before ethnic, racial, and

religious pride burst on the American scene. "Black is beautiful” was about to
become a popular slogan. Blacks, it turned out, wanted to be black, not white.
Spanish-speaking parents wanted their children taught their native language.
Christians wanted to be evangelical, not simply ethical.

- I find this search for roots, this return to religion, an ostrich approach
to life. It's a way of saying, 'there are prnbléms I can't solve, so I'1]1 bury
my head in the sand.' Jerry Falwell isn't the answer for America and Khomeini
isn't the answer for Iran.

It depends on what question you're asking. If the gquestion is how can the
world prepare for the twenty-first century, neither man has the answers. No one
can turn back the clock. But if the guestion is how to retain your balance on
a slippery slope, how to preserve family structure or respect for eldlers or a
sense of the value of old-fashioned virtues, then they speak to the real needs
of many people. .

- Why can't we have Khomeini without the killings or Falwell without the
Moral Majority? Religions should be good for children and other living things.

Some are. Many churches and synagogues have taken lﬂiiﬂhtlﬂlﬂ social stands,
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but a religion's message inevitably is shaped by the interests of its community
and these always include some of the deepest and the darkest moods and needs of the
human soul. The prophet may be a man of God, but he is also a man who, like Jonah,
may not want to go bestir himself.

No religion is ever totally free of the passions and prejudices of its com-
munity. Religions reflect their times. The religions of Ireland have for so long
been at war that they've lost their ability to act as effective peacemakers. Islam
in the Arab world is so unsettled by modernity that it's lost its ability to adapt
its values to the new situation. Judaism's no exception. Despite warnings as
far back as Bible days about the dangers of the dark underside of religion, we've
had our fanatics and magicians. The Torah is quite explicit. Jews are not to
practice magic or sorcery nor to act as soothsayers or diviners or to cast spells
or to traffic with ghosts. The rabbis attacked those who in their religious zeal
lost sight of what God never forgets, the needs of ordinary people and the humanity
of all peoples. I love the prayer book phrase, "Zeal tempered by wisdom and guided
by regard for other men's faith." Still, we have our zealots who throw stones at
cars which drive by on the Sabbath.

- The problem is that people allow nmqtinm to run away with them and that
religious leaders want total submission. 1I1've always appreciated the fact that
rabbis never asked us to kiss a ring as a symbolic act of submission.

- Rabbis preach.

I tell you what I think. I Ery'tn suggest useful uqri to think about Juda-

T
ism, but I readily | : ’_-.'
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I sometimes see s0 many complications that I allow Judaism's special message
to become unclear. Most pecple prefer a charismatic, assertive leader to a sober-
minded and sensible teacher, a Svengali to a Socrates.

The confident opinions of some religious folk wouldn't bother me if I could
see that they were better people for their beliefs. Unfortunately, while I was

growing up we lived next door to an observant family. The father went to shul

every day. He also was a terrible autocrat who terrorized his kids. A few years
later I read that he had been charged in a business scandal. I1'd like to see
someone write a book on why Judaism fails.

You wouldn't need a book. The answer's too simple. Judaism, any religion,
fails because, to use the Biblical phrase, 'they have eyes but they see not, ears
but they hear not.' There are always those who like the color and structure of
religion but who won't or can't hear what its ceremonies and rituals try to con-
vey. They like the cover of the book but don't bother to read what's inside.

One of the reasons our services include a sermon is that the spoken word adds a
dimension of meaning to ritual.

~ Speaking of the faithful, why do so many find it so difficult to accept
that people who hold a different point of view not only have a right to their
opinion but may have good reasons for it. I'm on our School Board and we've just
gone through an ugly scene when some parents tried to tell us that books like

The Lord of the Flies and Native Son mustn't be assigned to English classes because

the books encouraged immoral attitudes.

‘One person's morality may be anathema to others.

That's true, but not very helpful. Morality is not entirely a matter of
individusl preference. The real problem i
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And so, by definition, do liberal political and social beliefs. When people
agree with us we have convictions; when they disagree we're close-minded and in-
tolerant.

The problem with our convictions is not that we act on them, that's inevitable
and necessary, but that many are tempted to try to force their beliefs on others,
to get books we consider offensive off the shelves and to ban certain shows from
the air.

- That it's one thing to believe that abortion is wrong and gquite another to
insist that the law of the land must reflect your opinion. Few really resist the
temptation to try to coerce others to live by their standards. Jews have an ad-
vantage in this respect. Having been a minority for so long we're a bit more
sensitive than most to moral coercion.

- If s0, many Jews have forgotten all they learned. Look at the determined
way the orthodox in Israel have set about forcing the state to close down on the
Sabbath.

Don't blame all the orthodox. Many do not agree with the government forcing
their non-orthodox neighbors to obey Sabbath blue laws. Unfortunately, there is
a highly politicized orthodox hierarchy who have determined to use their political
power coercively and have, to a large degree, gotten their way because no govern-
ment can be organized without their support.

- I hope you're not surprised. That's the religiocus way. Those who believe
can't imagine anybody can be a perscn of character and not be one of them. Religions
are by nature coercive and divisive. Lock at the religious wars. Look at the
Middle East and Northern Ireland. We should blend all religions together, take the
best of each, and put aside all divisions. -
It can't be done. Religions emerge out of a community's historical experience

and pﬁlﬂl’t neads. Religions cannot be artificially grafted on a community.
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what about the missionaries who converted Europe's barbarian tribes?

At first Christianity was a thin veneer on top of popular pagan practice.
It took centuries for the message to get through. Fifteen hundred years later the
Christian tree and the Easter egg remain as symbols that paganism affected Chris-
tianity almost as much as Christianity, paganism.

Religions, like people, have an ancestry and their individuval identity.
While it's true that all religions perform essentially similar social and psycho-
logical functions, identity of function is simply that and no more. Shamanism, the
Moonies, and Judaism provide direction and a vision for the lives of their members

but not the same vision or direction.

- Some day there will be a world culture.

Not for a long time, if at all. Attempts at creating world-wide cultural
forms like Esperanto haven't been particularly successful, and we need for our
mental health our special identity and group identification.

- Science and technology will make us one.

Everyone may use a TV, but the Chinese will watch different programs than we
do.

- Let's not get into the East-West question. 1 agree that for as long we'll
be around, East is East and West is West. I can see the major differences which
separate the Western and Oriental religions, but Judaism and Christianity emerged
in the same world and even share a Bible. Peoples often speak of a Judec-Chrisatian
tradition. It seems to me that these differences can and will disappear.

Don't minimize even these differences. What is Torah to Judaism is Old Testa-
ment to Christianity. The Christian message centers on a myth - about a Saviour
who died for men's sins - and on the promise that faith in that sacrifice is the

key to salvation. The idea of redemption through faith runs counter to most

of Jewish approach.
- We share the Ten Commandments.
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Formally, but not functionally. Jews read, "you shall not murder." Their
version, "you shall not kill," fits the "turn the other cheek' teaching which is
generally attributed to Jesus but runs counter to the Torah tradition which speci-
fically permits acts of self-defense, including war and capital punishment.

- You're making pretty heavy water of minor differences of translation.

Like an artificial mound, a , where no rise ought to be. Minor differ-
ences in translation point to major cities buried underneath. Here language
suggests major differences as to the authority of most of the Torah;s Instruc-
tion. The Jews, at least theoretically, accept all of them. There are six
hundred and thirteen. Pauline Christianity developed its own complex set of rules
but claimed that Jewish law, Torah law, stands in the way of the spirit. Michael-
angelo's majestic statue of the seated Moses shows him holding the tablets of the
law and the tablets are bare. Only the Ten Commandments were accepted. The rest
were dismissed as parochial and outdated rules. Therefore, Christian translations
of the Ten Commandments did not have to take the rest into account. The results
are religions which are different in specific description as well as in theology
and ethics.

- Be specific.

Christianity tends to emphasize faith and love as if these were self-valid-
ating entities. Law, at least Jewish law, was seen as an obstacle to the free
expression of the spirit. The rabbis believed in faith and love but insisted
that these must be grounded in and controlled by a specific way of life. They had
much less faith in undirected enthusiasm.

- That's theoretical, not specific.

The rabbis insisted on the importance of community and communal norms. They
discouraged those types of piety which emphasize seclusion and withdrawal.

- We share the hope of peace on earth. '
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But we express 1t differently. The Christian vision is of a world joined in
the mystic body of Christ. Our vision emphasized the Jewish people secure in
Zion and all the various peoples of the world enjoying justice and peace in their
own place. The emphasis is on peace and justice rather than being joined in a
single religious communion.

- You're raising issues which do not touch our lives. I doubt that these
differences in myth, monastic attitude, and messianism matter to most Jews and
Christians. Most probably do not even gnuu these differences exist.

But they do, and I'll show you one way to prove this fact to yourself. Ask a
few friends if they agree with the sentence: religion is a private matter. 1I1've
always found that most Christians gquickly say 'yes' without any qualification.
Most Jews will think awhile before they agree, and then will add something about
the importance of community. Jews everywhere support Israel, welcome Soviet
emigres, worry about fellow Jews in South Africa and the Argentine, and organize
fund-raising drives for caring institutions and the relief of needy Jews every-
where. The rubric, ‘we are one,' is more than a slogan. Our Christian neighbors
support many worthwhile social institutions, but I think they would be surprised
if they were asked to help the poor in the world because they are Christians and
not simply because they are poor. Jews are surprised that Christians do not feel
the same instinctive sense of family they feel. I certainly find it strange that
the World Council of Churches has spent more money supporting the Muslims in Leba-
non than the local Christians. Christianity is a faith; Judaism is the faith of
an extended family. .

- We count on public issues. Ministers, priests and rabbis marched together
in Alabama during the early days of the Civil Rights Movement and in Washington
kduring the peace rallies. -

On some issues. Hljnrlllnulntn of the Protestant Church argue that the pub-

lic school day should begin with a prayer, a position I, and most in the Jewish

community, oppose. The Roman Catholic bishop of Cleveland and I work closely in
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the area of public welfare, but we are on opposite political sides when it comes .
to federal aid to parochial schools. I support the Planned Parenthood Association
and, I am sure, he does not.

- You're professionals and, if I may say so, much more concerned with theo-
logical niceties than your flocks. A majority of Catholics practice birth control
and many Jews send their children to parochial schools.

= It's interesting that your differences are mostly over personal and gender-
related matters: birth control, diuarca{ abortion, homosexuality etc., areas in
which the clergy really have little special competence, rather than social justice
Or peace issSues.

Don't overlook the fact that we share concerns about the integrity of family;
the sacredness of marriage; proper care for the elderly; and the proper training

of the young.

- How then do you comé to such divergent positions on matters like divorce
and abortion?

We start from different premises. Christianity emerged into a Greek world
whose tendency was to separate matter and form, body from scul; and to describe
the soul as eternal and pure, and matter, the flesh, as perishable and impure.
Early Christians were deeply influenced by this dualistic approach which encour-
aged many leaders to praise celibacy, describe marriage as a concession to the
flesh, and set high value on ascetic disciplines such as fasting and the morti-
fication of the flesh which were believed to free the soul from its prison
within the body. iyl Peb Y :

8, the Essenes. I've been to Qumran.

rably intertwined. The Bible gemerally
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wonderful for me, four which I know not: the way of an eagle in the air; the way
of a serpent upon a rock; the way of a ship in the midst of the sea; and the way

of a man with a young woman." Marriage was labeled kiddushin, a sanctification,

and our folklore even imagined God enjoyably spending part of each day as a mar-
riage broker. Nachmanides, a thirteenth-century sage and mystic, praised the
sexual relationships between men and women not only because sex produced children
and fulfilled the commandment, "be fruitful and multiply,"™ but because pleasure

was given and received,

- I. B. Singer writes about Jews who roll in the snow and fast for long periods.

Some of his saints even practice celibacy.

My point is not that such people never existed among us, the Bible speaks
of Nazarites who drank no wine and never cut their hair, but that asceticism never
became a consecrated discipline. Most rabbis married and led what we would call
normal lives. Many simple folk marveled at the piety of those of ascetic temp-
erament and even ascribed magical powers to them, but the sages did not declare
their way superior to those who worshipped God with a whole heart and after a
good meal. .

- Let's go back to today's topic: whether the old differences still matter.
I think you're right that they do - and that surprises me. Reagan certainly
mimed the old-fashioned religion appeal during his 1980 campaign. I read some-
place that for the first time in more than a century a majority of Americans be-
long to some official religious body. Most people with whom I grew up assumed
that in short order most Americans would abandon their small town parochialisms,
and that included their denominational affiliation, put all that behind them, and
join in a society of men and women devoted to human progress and reason. I never
expacted to see many of my friends and my children's friends uauri#g 4 Cross or a
Star of David around their necks.

I've certainly seen this change of mood in the liberal synagogue. A decade

or two ago our services were full of good thoughts and a few Hebrew phrases.
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Teday there's much more ritual and Hebrew. When I was ordained thirty years ago
I would not have believed that a time would come when IIHuulﬂ be concerned that
ritual practice might become a form of idolatry in the Reform movement.

- Don't confuse the need for distinction, to separate oneself from the mass
with religious piety. As a psychologist I know that we often wear costumes to
make sure others identify us properly. We teach children a sport and then divide
them into teams and dress them up in different colors so they can compete. The
growing emphasis on dress and ritual may actually testify to the success of the
acculturation process. Since our lives don't feel different, and we need to feel
someé distinction, we surround ourselves with the symbols of distinction.

Most emotional patterns respond to a number of deeply felt needs. 1I'd add
the tendency of the third generation's search for roots and the fact that our
culture emphasizes full-bodied participation. 'If you're going to g0 swimming,
don't simply put your toe in the water, jump in.' I think also there's a peculiar-
ly Jewish motive at work. Hitler made us recognize the folly and failure of the
chameleon approach of the older generation. German Jews tried to be more German
than Jewish and it didn't do them any good. We've relearned the familiar maxim:
to thine own self be true.

- The suggestion that since we're no longer different inside, we emphasize
costume and ritual, so as to feel Jewish intrigues me. What you're saying is that
we're holding on to distinctions which reflect any substantial moral or spiritual

differences. . e o

I'm not ready to agree. I think for some it's the way they try Judaism to

see if it fits, but with most it's a way of recognizing that identity begins in
4 I T L
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- 1 respect you and I respect the orthodox rabbi who was my Hillel director.
You're both well read. You both care about Judaism and Jewish survival; vet, vyour
views are poles apart,

He and I probably find that less surprising than you do. We know our river
bears many similarities to the great Chinese riuzra,.the Yellow and. the Yangtze,
which flow in shalliow chnnhnln and are notoriously prone to fl#uding, often flowing ’
for miles in both the ocld bed and in new channels which the water has cut in the
soft soil of the central plains. Judaism has never had a strong central authority
like the Papacy so when the pressure for change is at flood tide, there's no one
with the power to restrict change and the river flows for awhile in several para-

llel channels. He and I also both know two rabbinic proverbs: "Let your debates
be for the sake of Heaven™ and "Both this position and anothér can be the words
of the living God."

Unity does not require uniformity. The Torah tradition has always been remark-
ably many-sided. The book of Leviticus mandates a complex sacrificial code; Amos
and Isaiah doubted the efficacy of the shrine and of sacrifices. The book of Ruth
accepts the normalcy, if not the fitness, of intermarriage; Ezra summarily ordered

the citizens of Jerusalem to divorce their non-Judean wives, Until guite recently

modest polygamy was permitted in some Oriental communities, but was prohibited in

Europe. Today there are not only the well-known differences between the orthodox

and ncn-orthodox but many not so well-known differences among traditional scholars

on such issues as the drafting of women into the Israeli army and organ transplants.
- Their differences are minor compared to those between you and my Hillel
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- I've got a different question. You presented the river metaphor to em-
phasize the dynamics of religious development. The river image assumes continuity,
that whatever happens the current flows to the sea. I wonder if the river may
not have split into several quite separate branches. Orthodox and non-ofthodox
Judaism seem to me to be different phenomena.

The differences are great, but there's that sense of peoplehood, of a common
destiny, which we've talked about and all of us share many elements of culture
including, importantly, a calendar. Jews of every denomination observe the holi-
days according to the ancient Biblical calendar; give to the UJA and to the local
communal agencies; worry about anti-semitism, the prisoners of conscience in the
Soviet Union and the security of Israel.

- You may be right, but the differences often seem more prominent than the
ties that bind. Scme months ago I attended a debate between a Reform and an Or-
thodox rabbi on the issue of the ordination of women. I left convinced that they
lived in different worlds. I can't imagine the liberal rabbi saying, as the or-
thodox man did, that God wants the sexes to have separate and distinct tasks or
blaming women's liberation for the breakdown of family and personal values.

- A few weeks ago the local orthodox rabbi invited the Roman Catholic Bishop
to speak at his cunqrugutiqn. He's never invited our rabbi and when I asked him
why he said something about not certifying those who mislead.

Despite all our difference, in my city there is an assembly of leaders from
all the congregations and almost all groups are represented nationally in a Sy-
nagogue Council. 4o ; : *

- 1 was Itﬁﬂ?-.yngbc?-;f_’; i;{fﬁiﬁiﬁtiﬁ where God was never mentioned. I
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hey believe that God is an outmoded concept and they
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- What do they worship?

- Light. They go on at length about the divinity within each of us.

They're Jews. We're not by nature reader-outers.

= Bpinoza?

There were exceptions, but you won't find in our Talmudic history anything
approximating the spate of Christian synods which fought over the definition of
orthodoxy and shut the doors of the church to all who disagreed.

Judaism, as I said, involves community as well as ceremony. 1 can appreciate
the honesty of their feeling, but it bothers me that they need to build such de-
fenses against God's spirit. I don't like single-issue congregations. I didn't
like it when the Reform movement helped organize synagogues specifically for homo-
sexuals. There are good reasons to remove the stigma which surrounds homosexuality,
all are dear to God, but there are few if any good reasons to create a special
synagogue for them. A single-theme synagogue is an artificial community - just
as a synagogue limited to rich folk or to humanists would be. "My house shall
be called a house of prayer for all peoples.”

- What holds us together?

SENL. R g

I said it before: 'we're a community of faith and the community of fate.'
We're a committed family.

- Families quarrel and break up. You can't force a family to stay together.

In any family there will be 'my way is the only way' types. Jews have/do

walk away, but fortunately, most of us recognize that Jewish life, like family

Ak

life, reguires wﬁ gﬂm mﬂ love. .

= That' .HL_‘*._,HL?*' - has Hasidic ancestry and my grandfather used

' " _to excommunicate the early Hasidim and

eformers. We've had our zealots, but in time
itself. The attempts to ban Hasidism
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One of us feels more bound to the weight of tradition than the other. Take
the issue of homosexuality which we referred to in passing awhile back. Orthodoxy
can quote specific statements which condemn all homosexuval acts. 1 would em-
phasize texts which suggest that no one should be triﬂtnd.ni a misfit or outcast,.

= What do you do about the specific condemnation?

In effect, set it aside.

- On what grounds?

As a rule which has seen its day. It seemed critical in ancient times to
Separate Jews from the conventional profligate homosexuality of the Hellenistic
world; today it seems to me more important to give dignity to all segments of
society. Incidentally, I disapprove of careless hedonism quite as strongly as
the priests of ancient Israel.

- How do you decide when to go along with the tradition and when not to?

My rule is to break with the rabbinic approach only when it seems out of touch
with the moral concerns of the times. Mot surprisingly, my biggest argument with
the traditional consensus comes in the area of women's rights. I believe in
women rabbis, women Cantors, women congregational presidents. It troubles me that
the orthodox continue to deny to a woman the right to initiate divorce proceedings,
to offer testimony in court, or to read from the Torah during public worship.

For better or worse, the facts of modern life and spirit of the times impose
certain needs on our religious lives.

- Why keep the old laws at all?

Every community needs structure just as every individual needs a name and
a pattern of discipline. Most of the old rules still have merit, particularly
in as careless an m as ours has become. I respect the strong emphasis on per-
sonal discipline and loyalty to one's vows and obligations which the halacha

one seems to be doing their

red a yeshivah in Jerusalem.
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Another has taken up revolutionary politics. Both say they're doing their Jewish
thing.

I'd like to see a more united community, but I also know that strong differ-
ences of opinion are a sign of life. You don't argue when you don't care. More-
over, debate for most of us can be part of an illuminating unifying process. 1
noticed this tempering process during the argument over abortion. Liberal jEHB
no longer condescendingly dismiss criticisms of abortion as a Eirth control

technigque as medieval, and I've noticed that some recent orthodox responsa have

begun to take into account the diagnostic and surgical capacities of modern
medicine.

- A point of interest. An orthodox rabbi recently published an op-ed piece
in the morning paper in support of the Right-to-Life Movement. Why did the tra- !
dition take such a restrictive position on abortion?

The old rule was developed for an underpopulated world where infertility was
a constant problem; where “"be fruitful and multiply" was the first law of the
Torah; and where surgery was primitive and dangerous, to be resorted to only if
there were no alternatives. The rabbis discussed abortion almost entirely in i
terms of still birth or a life-endangering delivery since the option of a safe
operation during the first or second trimester of pregnancy was out of the ques- J
tion. Their issue ;uﬂ limited: the mother's life or the baby's. Today abortion :

is a safe surgical procedure best done during the first trimester, our world

is overpopulated, and our concerns must include how to enhance the guality of

NaaalE »

life; whether to force a mother to bear and care for a malformed or unwanted baby.
A young woman, who to this point had sat by guietly, began toc speak with |

some heat.

- All this is interesting but irrelevant. Who cares what some old fogeys

—

said about abortion or sex or morality generally? Today no one consults a clergyman
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on such matters. We take our advice from professional counselors.
I'm sure you speak for many, but I don't see any evidence that your generation

is happier or more fulfilled than any other because you've read The Joy of Sex.

I can point out many whose lives and marriages have been thoroughly messed up be-
cause they've treated sex clinically rather than as a consecration,

- Are you opposed to divorce?

No. There are times when a relationship clearly won't work. The Bible stip-
ulates divorce. I'm bothered when a marriage is entered into offhandedly and
broken carelessly. That's the way children act, not mature adults.

- Thank God we've buried the double standard and the pall of guilt which re-
ligion encouraged.

I haven't advocated a return to Victorian hypocrisy. We're a passionate,

not a repressed, people; but our standard is Kiddushin, a sense of the sanctity

of all human relationships. Human beings aren't meant to relate to one another
like barnyard animals.

I believe in the new morality.

S50 do I when it's moral, and I mast emhf&g: I find that the term new in
this context often puzzles me. Free love and open marriage were popular themes
of Cleopatra's Egypt. The young Ecclesiastes tried the new morality in ancient
Judea: "I searched my heart how to pamper my flesh with wine. . .I built me many
many houses. . .I made me gardens and parks. . .I got me delights of men and
women, very many. Whatever my eyes desired I kept not from them."™ In my book
morality begins in responsibility, not indulgence. .

= The new morality seeks to remove sex from the center of all moral discus-
sions. Many of those who made such a to-do about continence and marriage vows .

were the same bastards who ran sweat shops and worked teenage miners sixty to l

eighty hours a week for pennies.

You'll find that the prophets of Israel were on your side. They spent more
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- We're trying to be open and honest, no more taboos. |
Fine, but honesty is only a beginning. I know people who have no illusions

about themselves but who haven't done much with their lives. Honesty doesn't

excuse inaction.

- I won't do anything 1 don't agree with. I won't be conned by the State or the
church. I'm responsible only to myself. ! F

Fine. One of the tradition's most important admonitions is not to follow after
a majority if they're going in the wrong direction. But there's such a thing as

making too much of one's independence.

- Never. It's my right to be myself, to lead my own life, to make my Own

mistakes, to manage my destiny. I am responsible only to my conscience.
You're a child of your time. This country has a two-hundred year history of ingrainJ

suspicion of all authority, and we've now added all restraint. How does the song

go? "Don't Fence Me in," We tell our children to make up their own minds and we

set greater value on their going their own way than on the ties of family. I'm afraid

the civil religion tends to balance justice and freedom so as to give freedom the

greataest say. I

- What's wrong with that?

Simply the fact that we're social creatures who must not only develop inde-

pendence but the art and structure of interdependence. Responsibility means to be

responsive to, to care about, to limit yourself in favor of, to love another as
you love yourself. Some of my fiercely independent friends remind me of medieval
monks. Their life style is anything but monastic, but they are as single-minded
and as involved in the needs of their soul as any cloistered Benedictine. The
community needs their energies and talents, but they are wrapped up in what they -
call Plrlﬂéll fultill!lnt-- In their book they're liberated. In ;}'Enut they're
itrtnpnnilgll. .

- 1 have only one life to lead. Why should I stay in a marriage that isn't
fulfilling or Wrﬂﬁlﬂrﬂ if I don't want them or work in a presidential campaign

QT

il s b e -




1&4dh
if I don't really care who gets elected?

Your first statement, 'l have only one life to lead' isn't accurate. You're

not alone. You've never been alone, Your parents decided to have a child and

cared for you when you couldn't care for yourself. A doctor healed your illnesses,

set your broken bones and immunized you with vaccines developed by skillful re-

searchers unknown to you. Teachers, coaches, counselors, friends, all helped you
along and so they or their heirs have rightful claims on your time and energy.
We live within a network of obligations and we are not only derelict in our duties

but incredibly selfish when we deny these claims on us. You owe! That's why.

One of Judaism's central teachings is Al Tifrosh min ha-sibbur, whatever you do

in life do not separate yourself from others: friends, family, community.
- That's old-fashioned talk.
So be it. Our society's over-emphasis on independence perverts almost every

area of our lives. Marriage has become a constant tension because there are so

many justifications for calling the relationship off. Growing old in America has
become a sad and lonely episode because we have made a fetish of children being |
on their own, away, apart from their parents.
- S0 what do you suggest? - ;
That we begin Hrm not "I'm going to do my thing™ but 'I will do what I i
can for myself nnd-qﬁﬁ!éi.' How can there be a lasting marriage if each partner
is determined éﬁ%ﬁ'tﬁ;;!Hlfilliiﬁ;'ﬂf their desire comes first? Our hero is a |
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Chapter 8

BUT I DON'T BELIEVE IN GOD

My problem's simple: the synagogue is a place for believers and I'm not
one .

i1t was Friday morning. The posted schedule indicated a Sabbath service at
sundown.

You don't sign Articles of Faith when you join a congregation. Synagogue
membership is opeén to any Jew.

- I'd feel out of place.

You wouldn't be. The synagogue began as a beit am, a center where the Jews

of a town met for fellowship, study and prayer, and it remains an open institution.
The synagogue was a guite different institution from The Temple shrine which was
God's house, carefully attended by priests. It was simply the home of Jews
joined to hear the Torah read, to worship God, and te discuss the needs of the com-
munity. Everyone was welcome. "Let all who are thirsty come and drink." After
70 C.E., when the Romans destroyed the Jerusalem Temple, Jews were left without a
sanctuary. They needed the sense of a holy place so they transferred to existing
synagogues some rites - like the blowing of the Shophar or the blessing of the
ethrog on Sukkot - which had been restricted to the Temple.

- That would explain why most older synagogue buildings are so unspectacular.
I spent a summer wandering in Europe and when I'd had it with cathedrals and mu-
seums 1 went looking for synagogues. The few I found were, to say the least, ar-
:hituﬂﬁrqg-wm The biggest of them, like the Sephardic Synagogue in Am-
sterdam, 4 fit easi) y into a corner of St. Peter's in Rome.

’l  architecture is 'good indication of the community's beliefs. Eu-
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the clergy from the community. The synagogue had no screens or reserved boxes.
In the traditional synagogue the reading desk was usually in the center, close |
to everyone, approachable. God was close and caring. In God's sight all are equal.

- You're saying synagogue membership is communal rather than confessional,
but there must be limits. An atheist certainly is out of place.

The synagogue has a point of view, but no one is denied entrance if he has.

- I couldn't pray.

No one would escort you out because you remained mute.

= Why would a non-believer ever want to join?

The synagogue is more than a prayer room. In America, particularly in the
smaller communities, the synagogue is the center of Jewish life; and almost every-
where it operates not only as a place of worship but as a cultural and community
center. It's a forum, a lecture hall, a library, a museum, a theater. Jewish

life involves more than doctrine and most synagogues explore all aspects of Jewish

civilization. Jewish life is not limited to those who affirm the traditional

creed. The young socialists of the first and second aliyahs, the piocneers who built
the State of Israel, were mostly agnostics, but they committed themselves to an
unmistakably Jewish mission.

- They didn't form synagogues.

The kibbutz was thli; synagogue. Here in #nnrien we live in a different

social setting, a pluralistic urban society where it's rare for groups to form

their own settlements, and agnostic Jews, having no other real alternative, often

d?ﬂﬂlﬁysull and partake of those activities which

O comes to services gquite often, he likes to

met their n-;gg I”Eﬁﬁﬁl-f I
| hear my lectures, but he makes sur mma doesn't daven. Why does he
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signed to delude others. You're not trying to deceive anyone.

- God's a big problem for me. There must be some creative source which binds
everything together, but I can't believe that there's an all-knowing, all-powerful
being up there or out there. I once saw a cartoon of n-qraup of monks watching a
beautiful sunset over the Grand Canyon and calling out: "Author, Author." I've
had that feeling and I can't believe that the wonders of nature are the result of
a cosmic accident. Big bangs produce chaos, not beauty. I guess I'm a pantheist
but I, too, have my doubts about the God the synagogue service talks about, a God
who answers prayers, heals the sick and comforts the wounded.

The God 1 acknowledge is the informing spirit of creation, not a separate
supernatural being. The God I believe in is omnipresent, so no instrument, teles-
cope or microscope will ever focus in on Him. I, too, have doubts about God
listening to and answering my prayers. What I want, generally, seems 8o insignifi-
cant. Often I discover late I'm better off for not having my wishes met, but
I feel certain about there being a divine purpose. I can't believe God spends
His time waiting to hear from me.

- = Why?

In school my special study was history and everything I read suggested a
dynamic unity within and behind the discrete events and objects of our daily ex-
perience. The more I read the more I sensed an unseen current underlying what
appears on the surface. The human being has a soul as well as a body and a
nervous system. History is more than a random series of events, the unfolding
of society's potential. There is evolution. Nature includes all manner of ob-
jects, bound together in a remarkable, seemingly purposeful, unit, and the sup-
portive :Iplfitrrﬂr.ﬁh- universe and these facts strongly suggest tqhnt that there
is a divine purpose. Later I found much of what 1 had worked out for myself

echoed in the writings of the Protestant theclogian, Paul Tillich. Tillich de-

fined God as depth, what is below the surface of everyday life, the ground of all

D
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being. I°'d put it a bit differently: God is not up there or out there but at the
heart of life. God is the mysterious force which gives to all that is its spiritual
dimension. °

- Be that as it may, the synagogue God, at least the God the prayer hook

talks about, presumedly hears prayers, talks to us through prophets, and promises I
redemption. I
I believe in a responsive God but not in a magician God.

- What's the difference?

I believe that the gift of life and conscicusness is a greater miracle than
any recorded in the ancient texts. I believe strength flows from an unseen source
to those who need it, but I do not believe that God spends His time listening to
our petitions. The common view is that prayer informs God about our needs, but if

we think twice about it we recognize that if God is God He certainly knows our

needs before we utter them.
- Then why pray?

Prayer permits us to tune in on God's wave length. Most of the time while

I'm driving I keep my car radio on an AM news station, but sometimes I switch to
the FM band and I find myself listening to the classical music station which is

at the same place on the dial. I think of prayer as part of a switching process

which allows us to perceive some of the mana, that's Scholem's word for the power,
the encouragerment, the guidance, which exists at the heart of life and which is

on another wave length than the one we are plugged into most of our lives. These
important resources within ourselves and within the universe are or can be tapped
through prayer. It's in that sense that our prayers are answered. We gain pers-
pective, encouragement, perhaps a deeper wisdom.

' ay, it's s
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ate that they'll believe anything. Prayer may tune us in to new strengths, but

that doesn't mean God's on the other channel. What happens is that when we get

|

desperate enough certain emotional circuits are switched on and we unleash an

' emotional surge which allows us to do what would, under normal circumstances, be

impossible. 1I've watched faith healers work. They play on people's desperate |
need to believe, and if they're sufficiently suggestible the chain-ridden will :
walk, at least for a moment or two. They make it seem as if the cure comes from

God. It doesn't. It comes from Hithiq. |

You're too certain of your conclusion. I remind you of the rabbi who was

asked, 'where is God,' and answered, 'God is wherever we let Him in.' May not
that source of resilience and strength be some part of God's being?

- Death is death and cancer is cancer. Prayer can't change the facts.

1 never said that prayer will change what you call facts. The Talmud says that
a pregnant woman should not pray that the baby be a son - sSOns were an economic
asset, daughters a liability - because the child's sex had already been determined.
She should pray for a safe delivery.

= Then why pray?

Because she needs to and it will make her feel easier about delivery and
the chance of its being a safe delivery will have improved. Often the prayer
itself is the answer. In lifting up your scul to Ged you've lifted up your

spirits. Prayer will not put dollars in your pocket or food on the table, but

it can put courage in your soul and hope in your heart.

L]
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to God and God would save him. He drowns and when he gets to Heaven he challenges
God for not having answered his prayer and God calmly answered: "I sent you the
fishing boat."

~ 1f prayer is primarily an emotional release, why pray? An evening of music
or a leng walk out of doors can also scothe the savage breast.

Emotional release is your term, not mine. I spoke of lifting our spirits and
letting God in, not of letting go. It's a latching on to the universe's hidden
strengths rather than of letting off steam or releasing the pressure of our
anxieties.

- Fine words, but it really doesn't help.

- I've a friend who lost a young child in a terrible accident. Numbed by
her grief, she found that for a long time prayer was the only form of expression
she could manage, She didn't know why she prayed. She knew prayer wouldn't
bring back her child, but somehow prayer helped her keep some hold on her sanity
and she told me some years later that during this period she found herself think-
ing: get a social work degree and grace your grief by helping others. It was a
new idea and she felt it had come from ocutside her, from God. Incidentally, she
got the degree and has made a life for herself.

- Religions encourage prayer, so they can picture God as kind and benevolent.
We wouldn't need prayer if God really was the protective Father fht faithful make

him out to be. That child didn't deserve to die. That mother didn't deserve

her grief. =l .

y. Much of life's cruelty exists because of

@ free, careless and weak people will sometines
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God's fault? If we launch wars or are ecologically careless there's a price to
pay and we can't expect to run back to God and say, 'I didn't do right, please
make it right.' God made it quite clear at Sinai. There's a price to pay for
carelessness and greed.

- But a baby's dead. It isn't fair. At worst, the drunk driver will pay a
fine or spend a few years in jail.

Freedom is a blessing which entails great risks. Every choice we make af- .
fects ourselves and others, sometimes for good, sometimes for harm. Statesmen l
declare war and may survive the war in well protected bunkers while foot scldiers
and civilians die. The gift of freedom imperils us all, but few of us would want

to live without it.

- Before we get to Job's gquestions about God, I want to satisfy myself about
the very idea of God and my relationship as a Jew to it. As an agnostic what kind
of meaningful identity can I have as a Jew?

Each year I ask the Confirmation class to write about their beliefs. Four-
teen-year olds remind me of butterflies as they begin to shake off the restricting
cocoon and I had brought several papers written by this year's class with me be-
cause I knew that sooner or later we'd get to this issue. These youngsters have
outgrown the protective but circumscribed world in which they were nurtured and
are emerging uneasily into a new environment; but it's so unfamiliar that thelir
movements are erratic and often seem misdirected. It's pot easy to leave behind,
with old toys and a favorite teddy bear, the God of the nursery. part guardian
angel, part doting grandfather; yet, that's what's happening to them. . One had

told a lie and had not been caught. Another had prayed to God during her grand-

mother's illnnil, yet her grandmother had died. It's a time of uncertainty, and

L]

1 encourage them to write freely about their doubts, and many do:
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This grim world really scares me. Every once in awhile 1
realize the cruelty and insensibility of it and that's when
I begin to wonder. We can't just be here to disagree, fight,
and eventually blow curselves to bits. There must be some pur-
pose” or reusaﬂ behind us. That is when I think of God. This
ideal is, in a measure, a crutch to lean on. It gives me some
hope for the future. I believe I have outgrown the 'old man in
the sky watching over me' type of feeling though I can't really
describe what has replaced it. Sometimes 1 can't really accept
God, I know you'd like me teo, but I might as well be honest about
it = probably because the abstract concept is over my head. When
1 look around and see the hatred and ugliness, I don't understand how
God could allow it. The closest I can come, from my experience,
is conscience as that part of us which is created in God's image.
* e
I'm really not sure what I believe about God. I think that there
must be something - something longer, better than man, that is
within each person helping to draw the line between what is right
and what is wrong. I cannot admit to myself that there is a

Supreme Being whom we call God., I would like to believe this, I

want to want to believe that when I do something wrong it is all
predestined and that there is nothing I can do about it, but I
can't. Huweéer, there must be-ﬁnmething bigger than science
guiding life, love, fear and all things. This I do believe. I cannot
simply state, 'there lives a God,' because I just don't know. I
don't really feel gualified to give an honest opinion.

L Il_
I havke not yet developed any definite ideas about God and I probably
won't for a long time. I feel there is some reason and some kind of
logic in life and why men live, but I am not saying it is God yet.
To me God is a concept which is simply accepted by many - by those
who utuﬂiy'*htm i‘t and then accept it. I feel it is accepted only
" things on faith. 1 am not ready to say that
.ﬁ tPF_Ffzth and controls lvlrrthlng in it.
m ﬁﬁ; ﬂ[ﬁlliﬂlhrll -= gsuch as the fact
) ,ﬂir’ﬂﬂ 1f God wants peace,
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something man doesn't even comprehend. 1 furthermore think that
with advancement will come a totally new idea as to what con-
trols us - an idea which will be able to be expressed in math-
ematical symbols. I also believe that too many pecple have

looked for an easy out to the whole guestion of life and death
and origin and end and have simply attached the tag of 'God' to it

all. Something much more complex, in my opinion, is the answer.

The many morals and standards of our religion greatly influence
my life. I believe in living a good moral life as taught by my
religion and parents, but I think that religion, not God so much,
seems to affect my life at present. To me God is an abstract
word to whom people pray and about whom I am not sure what I be-
lieve, since I haven't spent much'}ime thinking about it up to
now. 1 plan to wait so that I can better understand myself be=-

fore reaching any conclusions about Geod.

- They're teenagers. They're expected to have guestions and doubts. My
guestion was about adults like us. Do you have doubts?

Have had. Have. Will have. Hﬂen I was a child I felt that someone in Heaven
was watching over me and would give me what I wanted if I heﬂaued myself and
asked nicely. I stopped believing in a fairy grandfather when I discovered, as

most children do, that God rarely gave me what I wanted.

- And?

As 1 grew a bit older, it dawned on me that I wasn't the only person on .
earth whom God had to worry about. I decided to ask Him only for what I really
needed. Sometime in my early teens I recognized that my parents didn't give me
everything I wanted and that for them saying no was often harder than &aying yes,
and was an even greater proof of their love.

- S50 you rationalized God's inattention.

You could but it that way. 1I pmtflr to say that I came to recognize that
faith represents our lftlm't:tn grasp the mystery which lies behind the surface

of things, lnﬂthttﬂlﬂﬂ of mystery is that it is elusive. If faith were simply
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a matter of affirming some self-evident argument, then doubt would be an act of

arrogance; but, as Immanuel Kant proved nearly two hundred years ago, neither the

existence nor the non-existence of God are demonstrable propositions. Faith trans-
cends proof., The mystery is never fully resolved. At best, we discover better
ways to phrase our guestions.

My brother's an untroubled believer. 1 doubt he ever has questioned God or
the universe.

Faith is much like love, Some relationships develop easily and naturally;
others are full of crises and self-doubt. Some struggle the long night with their
doubts - remember the imuge-uf Jacob wrestling with the angel - others simply,
almost unconsciously, let God in and that's that.

- I wonder what these kids think about Confirmation. They're not sure about
much of what Judaism's all about. Confirmation must =eem something of a charade
to them.

Confirmation is not an initiation ceremony. They‘'ve been Jews all ihui: lives,
To confirm means to affirm publically what is already the fact. There's no mo-
ment in the Confirmation service where a candidate swears loyalty to a particular
formulation of beliefs. As I said yesterday, Judaism is not a confessional tra-

dition.

- When I think of my Confirmation I don't remember feeling I was living a

lie. I had doubts, but this ?F?:$£3¥;1'“'

Ar

' everyone my age took part 1pf I felt

L

part of a community. My pug-:}ﬁ:w '&?ﬁﬂﬂ? we felt very close. In many ways
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Monotheism suggested, not demanded, different perspective on the world than

that which was the conventional wisdom of the pagan world.

- How 807 l

Monotheism opened the way for science.

- That's strange. I've often thought that God was simply a term we use to
explain all the phenomena we can't yet explain in any other way.

The ancients looked on their idols as representations of powers which reside
in nature and make nature work. The moon moved across the night sky and was re-
placed in the morning by the sun and no one knew what held these bodies up or i
moved them along their orbit. The wind rose for reasons no one understood and no
one knew where it came from or where it went. Men knew the acorn grew into an oak :
tree, but when they opensd the nut they did not find in it a baby tree. So they
explained the tree's growth, the wind's passage, the sun's orbit, by assuming an

in-dwelling god, an animating power, who made it grow or move in just its way.

As long as men assumed an in-dwelling God they had no reason to look for impersonal
natural laws. Gods, after all, have minds of their own, but when Biblical men

came to see God as the Creator of all that is, if the whole universe is full of

His glory, then he could begin to look for patterns and need no longer feel that
nature consists of gods with whom it would be foolhardy to tangle. MNature became

an environment to be gated rather than a pantheon to be placated. Gods

cannot be investigated; their 18 are autonomous and, therefore, unpredictable;
God, i ﬂ.ﬂﬁh}t object, then there are patterns
in it which the mind can investigate. This 'ﬂ? in perspective set the.stage

X r are fairly regular, nature also includes
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therefore, explainable phenomena.
- The sun's orbit is fairly regular, but there are eclipses and sun storms,
Nature's not fully predictable.

Nor were the pagan gods.

- I still say God is simply our way of explaining the unexplainable.

You're confusing the not-yet-known with the unknowable. Research constantly
pushes back the boundary of the not-yet-known, the operation of phenomenon in
the physical world, but the enlivening source of it all, God, forever escapes
investigation.

I thought the Greeks pioneered science.

Greece produced the first self-conscious science texts, but Israel, some
centuries earlier, produced the religious perspective which ultimately made it
possible for the ancient world to disentangle nature and the gods. You'll find
the world's earliest nature poetry in the Psalms.

- Haven't you strained a bit to answer my question about the benefit, if

any, of a monotheistic view?

The idolator feared his gods. He saw himself as helpless before their cap-

rice. According to the Homeric epic, the Trojan war began because the gods
argued over who had won a heavenly beauty contest. The popular Gilgamesh epic
explains that the flood which destroved all life on earth was ordered by gods
made irritable because a city's noise had disturbed their afterncon siesta.

These myths obviously personify the occasional erratic and violent outbursts of
natural powers: the eruption of volcanoes, earthquakes, year-long droughts. Given
this outlook, mr,ﬂﬂg- limited itself to counseling people to accept their

situation as stoicall wmmm mﬂ:l.pmurmininlm
5 lnifillhnrltl rites.
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allowed the community to think of God as dependable and just. Prayer, the praise
of God, replaced tribute-paying sacrifices. Where the pagan's relationship to

the gods of his city was that of subject to tyrant, he never knew what his gods

|
|

would do; the Jew's relationship increasingly became that of son to father.

God was seen as dependable and a mood of reverence and awe began to replace ab-

!

ject as the dominant mood of the worshipper.

- My bar mitzvah portion consisted of a long diatribe against idolatry which

was, as I remember, to be destroyed "root and branch.® Yet, worship in The
*Emple was certainly influenced by paganism. There were sacrifices and priests.
Why didn't mohotheism make a greater difference?

As a religious institution, the Temple reflected an early and not yet fully
developed stage in Israel's understanding of monotheism. It was a magnificent
structure which was emotionally important because of its long history as Judaism's
central shrine and its association with the promise of redemption. Its forms,
priests and sacrifices had been shaped, and to a large degree set, by the Near
Eastern environment out of which Judaism emerged, but then the new approach to
worship which monotheism made possible - where the most appropriate sacrifice to
God was "a humble and contrite heart."

Monotheism made a gruutl:-ﬂi!farlnun?_

There were no idols in the Temple. The one god was worshipped there. The
older calendar prescribed in the Torah was followed. It was a half-way house
and we're much more aware of its continuity with older structures than were

ere more than a bit excessive in

y tock axes to statues, works of art
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The idols weren't the problem. It was what the idols represented and the
values idolatry encouraged. Idolatry supported social injustice, racism, the
arrogance of caste and class, excess of all kind and, as we've seen, a primitive
and limiting world view.

- Hard words.

Idolatry supported an outlock which separated man from man, city from city
and nation from nation. A community's chief god was usually said to have a par-
ticularly clsoe relationship with the royal house, often these nobles claimed
semi-divine pedigrees, and they always declared that their god favored laws which
sanctified their privileges and their rank. It's only when people see God as one
and accept the idea that all other people are also His creatures that a myth
like the Adam and Eve story can develop which teaches that all humans come from
a single family and that law should treat all classes and nations equally, "even
the stranger who is within your gates." Monotheism made possible the concept of
humanity.

- You equated idolatry with excess. Be more specific.

In the pagan myths each of the gods was endowed with specific virtues or
qualities and, as was only natural, those who worshipped that god were encouraged
to emulate those gualities. There was a god of war and a god of love and their
devotees tended to consecrate war and love sometimes in ways which were quite
amoral. Monotheism, on the other hand, reguired Jews to balance moral values.

= Come on, many idolators must have been fine people.

The Torah attacks idﬂlhtrg. not fhl idolatoer. In every situation there are
people who rise above their environment. My point is not that paganism was black
and Judaism white, but that paganism tacitly encouraged racial arrogance and
openly encouraged some forms of sexual and moral license and that J\;dui“ did not.

= You've made your point, but I still don't understand why, at thirteen, I

had to spend all that time learning to read a diatribe against idolatry. There

R e . s
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Idolatry isn't a dead issue. What about those plastic figqures I see on car
dashboards? Innocent, maybe, unless the driver is convinced that because they're
there he can floor the accelerator pedal without danger. Before you feel too
superior remember that we live in the Age of Aquarius.

- You're stretching a point,

1'11 admit that idol-making is not a growth industry, but you're wrong, dead
wrang, if you believe idolatry is dead. People may no longer worship Osiris or
Ishtar but millions worship power or money or fame or love. ITdolatry is the
worship of any value or power besides God as supreme. Some worship themselves.
Some worship a guru or an ideology. Pride of birth and price of place are idols.
There is the deity of the white skin and the deity of color. We are scandalized
when we read that some ancient peoples offered human sacrifices, but in our time
some countries have offered a human holocaust whose victims numbered in the
millions. i :

- What made Jews decide that aL&ryunt else was wrong and that God is one?

Ho one really knows. Some writers pnintl;ut that the Hebrews were sheep-
herding tribes, men who lived in_the open land between the Canaanite cities and the
desert. MNothing stood between them and the sun, the storm, and the wilderness.

Presumedly, living Hdtﬁ‘ihl{:ugnp of nature sensitized them to the unity behind all

discrete phenomena. e A

- Other bedouin tribes remained pagan.
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simple and clear-eyed enough to see the folly of all this and wisely concluded
that there must be a single power behind or above all these lesser powers.

- Again, why did only the Israelites, among the bedouin tribes, get this

brainstorm?

|
|
:
{
|
|
:

One theory has it that the Hebrews learned monotheism from the Egyptians.

R

The Exodus story cannot be precisely dated, but it seems to place the Israelites

in Egypt during a period when Pharoah Akhenaton set out to destroy the power of

the priestly elite by denouncing all the gods they served but one, the solar

disk, Aton. This theory holds that Moses watched these events and saw the value

of Akhenaton's idea and when he was able, dedicated his people to a single god:

all-powerful, all-embracing, One. I'll make the arguments against this theory
for you. While we are fairly certain of Akhenaton's motives, like Henry VIII he
needed the cash and monastery himself and to consolidate his own power he was
determined to deprive the priests of their feudal power base, What we don't know
is whether he denied other gods or simply demoted them, that is, if he was aware
of or cared about the theological implications of his short-lived drive for
absolute power. Most historians believe that theological issues were guite
secondary.

- What's your theory?

I go with the Bible - revelation. Someone sensed a commanding voice speaking
to him, that is, he reached out with his mind into the darkness and wrenched
from the darkness the vision of oneness. Science did not demand the idea of the
One, imm. he scien ‘,ﬂ the day seemed to argue against it; but somehow, some-

b -

| one reached out and unders od and made others understand.
' gfu.ﬁw,“" F
- You don't
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How can we be certain then that thi.n description is m:-:-urrli:l and that these
qualities are appropriate to His nature?

Here we take our leap of faith. There's no absolute proof. When I need proof
of the Torah's claims, I satisfy myself by looking at the grace which Israel has
enjoyed because of its acceptance of this myth and this message. We've been a
better people because we were taught that God clothed the nakedness of Adam and
Eve; visited Abraham while he was recovering from surgery; comforted Isaac after
the death of his father; and at the Burning Bush reminded Moses of his duty, and
frequently admonished: "“After the Lord your God shall you walk."

= You can't mean that literally.

I don't, and neither did the rabbis, but in this way they made it clear that
moral concerns are central in God's nature and must be centered in our lives. To
Jews God was not pure power or pure being but the moral essence within all that
is, the guarantor of life's meaning and a God who was to be emulated as well as
pbeued/

= I wish I could believe all that.

It was time for the service. Let's see how it feels and later talk more

about all this. The group slowly broke up.
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that I believe in a responsive universe and in radical surprise, which is what
1 believe is meant by revelation. Certainly, our minds operate along many channels
besides those of 1#1;!‘;1: and reason.

- Ideas don't appear out of nowhere. Patient research always precedes a
breakthrough formulation. All ideas have a history.

So did theism. Long before Moses there were tribes in the Middle East who
worshipped a high god who was more important to them than the other gods. Popu-
lar myths circulated about a creator god and other peoples believed in revelation
and prophecy. Some of the bricks were at hand, ready to be used. The intellectual
leap Israel made was to deny that the lesser gods in fact were gods and to see
that God was above nature, not nature itself.

- Can God also be an idol?

Many use Him that way, an idol represents certainty, truth becomes manifest,
and there are those who make God confirm their prejudices and justify their priv-
ileges. The truth about God which Judaism emphasizes but which all too few really
think about is that when all is said and done, despite revelation, much about God
remains a mystery, and so whatever we say about God and His will should be said
a bit tentatively - at least, with humility. .

- And when my grandfather would finally get tired of all my 'whys' he'd close

me down by saying, 'ﬂntj- God knows. ' -

- If God is my .&"" ‘a message?
We confront the mystery and

of it Hﬂ!&'ﬂ!;ﬁﬁi. For Jews the prototypical

and controlling myth is & 4, but God passed behind him
as he stood in the umﬂ‘ ﬁﬁlﬂitnq of God's nature.
“The Lord ., ; 8 merc o ious ;f ong lﬂvﬂ # abundant
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mandate for social justice which was developed by the Hebrew prophets. That's
gquite a list.

- And no one thanks us for our efforts.

More often than not, the powers that be fought these ideas. Kings claimed
the right to rule as they saw fit, but our tradition rejects all claims to ab-
solute authority. Priests and popes believed they controlled the keys to Heaven,
but Jews acted as if they knew that they'd be let iH anyway. Monks denied their
libidos, believing God valued a life of austerity and celibacy, while rabbis
married and raised families, suggesting in doing so that the way of celibacy
might not be all that dear to God. Whether we've meant to be or not, we've been a
highly visible, if =ilent, reproach to the majority's most cherished beliefs.

At one point the medieval church actually locked up the Hebrew Bible, fearing that
Christians might read it and guestion official doctrine.

- No one likes a non-conformist.

= Or competition.

- I've often thought anti-semitism represents a perverse tribute to the im-
portance of Judaism. If you don't like the message, blame the messenger. I
remember reading that as Czarist Russia teetered towards revolution, the royal
ministers talked candidly with ocutsiders about their decision to expel all Jews.
They pictured the Jews as Typhoid Marys who spread ideas which were subversive to
the spiritual health of thi-ﬂiiiiln people.

- Like democracy ;g\il_ ocial justice.

P T J L

a feeling M

discourage t

es of Burope promoted anti-semitism
ﬂa w ideas Jewish, they would
out the programs of social,




184
Chapter 9

THE GOD WHO LETS US CRY

The service had been a warm moment. A few of us had retired to one of the
bunks with coffee and duﬁghnutu. For some reason I was reminiscing about a recent
trip to China.

In gpite of the dramatic political changes, China exhudes a feeling of cul-

tural continuity and the Chinese know what it feels like to be rooted in a long-

lived tradition. They're much like us in that respect. As a Jew one of the
feelings I most enjoy is that I am part of a truly significant enterprise which
began in remote antiguity and will outlive me.

- With all due respect, rabbi, you're deluding yourself showing your paro-
chialism. I, too, grew up feeling Jews had made truly critical contributions
to civilization and, to my surprise, I found we were hardly mentioned in the
history survey course I took my freshman year in college. We had one lecture on
the Israelites and the Hebrew Bible in which the prof talked about the Bible's
originality but made it clear that the Bible's importance to Western civilization
was due largely to Christianity's later interest in it. For the rest of the year
neither the Jewish people nor any Jewish contributions to civilization were men-
tioned until the second lil"h-.'.'-ilh when he tulimd for a few minutes about the
Jews' marginal I:ﬁ‘ll HII mm of today's financial systems.

Your prﬁ! ﬂ
gave the iﬁ#ﬁg;
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- You don't have to be a Christian to be an anti-semite. During the 60's I

| belonged to SDS. I broke with my friends, less over their radical politics than

. over their anti-semitism. In many of their speeches Jew was a synonym for slum

landlord and "Zionist imperialism", a synonym for colonialism and Western influ-
ence in the Third world.

Revolutionaries, like reactionaries, need scapegoats and because they usually

have few scruples how they achieve their goals, they'll come down on any useful
target.

= Anti-semitism is directed against Jews, not Judaism.

Few people bother with that fine distinction. I suspect most anti-semites

assume that we are what they say we are because our religiocus training has made

us 50.

Our language here is revealing. To Jew is to be a sharpy. To be a Christian

is, in their vocabulary, the highest moral praise.
- Most hatreds weaken over time., Anti-semitism hasn't. Why not?

Millions accept the New Testament as God's word and so the offending portions

|i cannot be excised. Culture changes slowly and the devil myths linger on.

- We're an achievement-oriented community who are eager and able to take ad-

vantage of opportunity. Our tradition of literacy made us potentially even

dangerous competitors during all the generations when most of Europe was illit-

erate.

- You're hllﬂﬂ‘m.-' We were not innocent victims. Jews were usurers

£ why. Until modern times in Europe we couldn't own.or farm land,

‘any of the -nr'liﬂ. All we were allowed to do was peddle

iﬂﬁﬁhﬁﬁh-t given its existence
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emphasized salvation through faith and came down heavily on private virtue rather
than equality and justice.

= Anti-semitism wasn't restricted to the privileged. My grandfather was
beaten up by Polish peasants.

Europe learned anti-semitism from the church. It's the West's oldest and most
sustained form of racism and the only one which has had overt religious sanction.
The New Testament says some harsh things about Jew&é. 1In the gospels, as you
know, Jews are given lines in which they clamor for Jesus' death. Paul, in his
letters, stereotyped Judaism as a dry and lifeless legalism and denounced Jewish
leaders as pious hypocrites and narrow-minded priests. By making Jews rather than
the Romans responsible for the crucifixion, the New Testament was written for a
Roman-dominated world, the early Christians made their scripture palatable to the
authorities.

= You're making it sound like a conspiracy.

In a sense it was. Christianity wanted to gain acceptance by the Romans and
to be seen as separate from the Jews who twice rebelled against Rome during the
first century of the church's existence. Since Jesus and most of his early
disciples had been Jews, those who edited the New Testament felt the need to prove
that they weren't another Jewish sect. What better way to :ep;ruta themselves
from the Jews than to cast the Jews as the killers of the Christ they followed?

= The attack didn't stop with a rewriting of the trial scene.

Some Church Fathers developed what Jules Isaac has called a theology of
contempt, whose basic thesis was that God Hi!ltif had ordered that the Temple be
destroyed lﬂﬂtﬁhﬁiﬂlﬁtﬁﬂ#‘ﬁ'thl Jewish pecple to eternal wandering to punish them

| for their co y in deicide. This became conventional church t.nnhing and

}j::*"i%ﬁ;;ﬁﬁfﬁﬁffﬁ¥fﬁﬂfi:fﬁf;' ﬁhﬂt they were nnrrring out Gnd'n will when
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the cost of loyalty comes too high, We've been the West's favorite whipping boy,
and if every group protecting its turf and self-estecem is going to abuse us,

I want to ask the guestion whether loyalty which costs us so much pain is worth
the price.

Jewish history is not an unrelieved horror story. During the Biblical period
the Jewish experience was not particularly bitter and in the diaspora we have
enjoyed extended periods of relatively peaceful settlement. We're in one of
those now in America.

- We've had more than our share of pain.

How do you determine what a group's fair share of pain is?

- We've been the world's number one wvictim,

The Armeénians, the Kurds, the Iriﬁh, the Cambodians, the blacks, central
Africa, the American Indians, would give you an argument. The world is not a
kindly place. A few are born to luxury. Millions are born into the poverty of
wretched places like Bangladesh.

- You'll agree history has not been kind to us.

I won't argue the point, but perhaps we ought to ask whether we should bless
or blame God for our history.

Bless God?

I'm convinced that many of the best qualities which the Jewish community
evidences - compassion, ﬁmpathy. a pragmatic attitude towards success, open-
handed generosity, impatience with privilege - are as much the result of bitter
experience as of moral teaching. The powerless know what it means to be exposed -

human.
- Come off it. A Jew owned the East Side sweat shop where my grandfather

-

slaved when he came to this country.

Obviously, not all Jews are sensitive or charitable or committed to social

justice, but a remarkable number were and are. Liberal candidates tend to get

the Jewish vote. The ghetto was a dismal place whose high walls rarely let in the
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sunlight, but within this cramped arena Jews constructed a remarkably compasion-
ate community; in effect, a welfare state whose voluntary societies provided
dowries for poor girls, travel money for the stranded, medicine for the sick,

tuition for those requiring scholarship aid as well as direct and discrete finan-

cial assistance for the poor.

- We're off the track again. My question is whether our survival is worth
the cost: vyellow badges, pogroms, 5talin, Hitler, and the Arabs' nearly fourty-
year war against Israel. Why continue an identity which obviously angers or
frightens so many?

- I'm stubborn. 1 won't even let bullies have their way.

Some twenty-five hundred years ago an anonymous thinker-prophet whose work
survives because it was stitched on to the scroll of Isaiah, lived in a community
of Judean exiles, detained by the Babylonians hundreds of miles from Jerusalem.
He asked your question: whether it was worth the effort to keep the faith. Would
the world be any the worse if the Jews simply disappeared? |

= And?

Survival, he said, was an obligation. Jews were God's servants and have a
special responsibility to proclaim, by example and by word, God's Instructions to
peoples accustomed to idolatry and pagan values. He recognized even then the
dangers implicit in this task. If Israel is to be the conscience of the world,

Israel can expect to be "God's suffering servant, despised, forsaken of man, a

people of pain from whom others hid their faces."
= So why do it? _ | j ~
-:tﬁsajﬁmﬂmhﬁ-m We live, at least I hope we live, for
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- But what if no one bothers to listen? 1 gave several years of my life to
the peace movement and we're right back in the soup in Latin America.
But we're out of Vietnam. The thing is to keep chipping away. I often remind
myself of a Talmudic adage “yours not to complete the work, neither are you free
to desist from it." Moses led the tribes to the Jordan but was not allowed to

cross into the Promised Land.

¢ ]
- And Joshua crossed the Jordan. What bothers me is that Judaism's message

doesn't seem to be getting across. The world certainly is not beating its swords
into plough shares. Poverty, tyranny, and violence are everywhere.

We've got problems, but there's been progress. Slavery has been abolished.
Serfdom has all but disappeared. Ha:iné is on the defensive. Birth and blood
don't count for much anymore. There isn't a country in the world where universal
literacy isn't a national goal. God told us to choose life and all around the
world the masses seem to be doing sg.

- And the messenger is still 1gEttinq it in the neck. I've lived through
Auschwitz, four Arab wars against Israel, the Soviet campaign against Jews.
Anti-semitic attacks are becoming more frequent in Europe, and Israel is frequently
the favorite target of the world's frustrated emotions.

- I agree. Anti-semitism is their problem, not ours. We can't do much about
it, but anti-semitism raises for me the basic guestion about God. Germans built

Auschwitz, but Gng‘gidn t ltﬁ the Holocaust. 1 don't under:tnnd a God who would
let millions #i!#

is merciful ﬂ.

e g

ould you want to live as the animals do, without freedom, as a prisoner
g i L “-

I ﬂnd it blasphemous to talk about a God who

us with #ﬁﬂiﬂiﬂﬂlnili lnd yﬂu can't have
a 'FF""\'
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ctions 'hl terribly wrong and cause
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God. At creation God gave us all we needed - a good earth, judgment, and the
possibility of taking our lives in hand - a fair judgment would have to be that
and we've rather botched the job.

= The innocent died. Many of those who supported Hitler survived and pros-
pered in post-war Germany. You speak of justice. I see no justice here.

~ The Allies won. Hitler died in the Bunker.

= Only after twenty-five million others had been killed.

You've raised the crucial issue of faith for Jews. The rabbis defined
atheism not as a denial of God but as a denial of God's justice. God's providence,
the fairness of life, is the lynch pin of faith p:e:iaﬁly because it demands
that we affirm an idea which seems to be denied by experience.

= Then I'm an atheist.

Issues of faith cannot be answered. They can only be wrestled with. It's
to our tradition's credit that it has not to deny this problem of justice.
It's Job's problem. Life isn't fair. Babies die. Bastards thrive.

Our fathers believed that the Red Sea had parted and that the tribes had
crossed dry shod. The une:peétnd does sometime happen, but they also taught that
ne one should depend on a miracle. A fllmudiu sage said: the earning of bread
is a greater wonder than redemption, for redemption mgquiéal an angel, an agent,
and the earning of bread is done by man with the skills God gave him,

[ ="
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- Do you believe in mirs

Not in I believe the unexpected sometimes happens. I
take the Biblical miracles as imaginative statements of our faith in life's
pronisie and as colorful metaphors for the relief of a people who faced danger and

then are spared, Th gest to me the respo e - wonder and awe with which
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Hot really. It's important to know that we're not prisoners of fate. A I
medieval teacher, Machmanides, put it this way: "There is no such thing as the

natural course of events. All things and all events in the life of a person or of

society are miracles.” I affirm possibility.
- But not that God will answer my prayers.
We've talked about prayer. For me the fact that we can pray, gain release

and new strength, is a sufficient miracle. Think what hell life would be if we

had to keep all our feelings bottled up.

- Where did the thesis that life must work out fairly come from?

It's one of the revolutionary claims advanced by Jews in Biblical times.
The pagan gods, then the human beings, high-handedly, God's treatment, the Torah
claim is just. According to the Torah view, at Sinai we entered into a covenant

with God and agreed to its conditions, including a list of rewards for obedience

and punishments for default. The principle "as you sow so0 shall you reap” under-
lies the Biblical approach where it is assumed that God organized things so that
we would be properly rewarded or punished for our actions,

- But that's not so. Covenant thinking played a major, and largely con-
structive, role in the development of Jewish self-consciousness. A God who cares
little about what we dul_!pn will not punish us for sin or reward us for cbedience,
imposes no moral obligations. He's simply there, a convenient explanation of the

natural world. When God

-

antees the basic equity of life then everything we do

counts and we had bette: Covenant thinking about divine justice
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f God's justice had some unexpected and unwanted

to ses rl,mu not rewarded and

.:_-




193
and death were always the result of some sin against the covenant.

- That's nonsense. A baby doesn't deserve to die. India's poor don't de-
serve their poverty. The rich don't deserve their wealth. Viruses and bacteria
cause disease, The shifting of the plates which form the crust uf the earth cause
earthgquakes,

It may be nonsense, but it's a very human form of nonsense. Often, when I
make a condolence call, the widow will say: ‘what did I do to deserve this?' We
think from inside out and find it hard to imagine that we're not somehow respon-
sible for all that happens to us.

= S50 how does Judaism get out from under the patent absurdity of picturing
life as a kindergarten class where you get a gold star for being good and a talk-
ing to when you're not? .

The sages insisted that we were not the best judges of what is fair and
just, we don't have sufficient perspective, God's waye are beyond our under-
standing, and they inconsistently allowed what we call luck, the accidental, to
play a role.

= That's rationalizing.

In part, what they were saying is that if we take a long view there does seem

to be something of a balancing out. Israel still lives, and the empires which

treated us badly have long since disappeared. If I abuse my body I'll pay a price.

A nation that plays the pow * game at some point will discover that it's no game.

=

It works the other way, too. There are intangibl . I feel better than

gl

usual when I manage to be helpful to someone in the course of a day. The reward
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utterly personal, an intense feeling which no argument can relieve. Over time the

tyrant may get his just deserts, but many of his victims are already dead. The
comforters claimed too much, but the Book wouldn't be the gripping piece it is if
much of what they said was not worth thinking about.
- For instance,

They argued that suffering may be good for the soul, that through storms

we grow, and up to a point that's true. I knew an intensely self-involved couple, '

born to wealth, who lived an incredibly carefree life. They suffered their first

"misfortune” when their only daughter developed a rare and dangerous blood dis- |
ease, and in caring for her they were drawn out of their cocoon into the real |
world where people are exposed and are hurt and, over time, they became caring
pecple who devoted money and, more importantly, time to the support of pediatric )
medicine. Again and again I've seen grief and pain release latent capacities for
empathy. r*
- God must be something of a sadist if he needs to hurt us to help us. |
Why do you say that? A parent punishes the child he loves when there's no
other way to teach him an important lesson. |
In what we call the real world the sensitive who don't need any lessons in
empathy seem to get hurt more often than the thick-skinned who do.
You're probably right, but then those who build a hard shell around their
feelings will 1 " some of life's deepest satisfactions: love, empathy,
a sense of being fully involve

' then did a book like Job, which challenges
sk gkl doesn't deny God's Instructions. He
. b A . S N "
yed all that the covenant demands.
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What he deines is the tie between the commandments and the promised reward system.
= And?

And when Job holds fast to his claim of integrity, the book ends without
any direct answer to Job's challenge. What we have instead is a final proclamation
by God of His power and majesty. God parades the vast and mysterious operation of
His creation, turns to Job and asks, "Where were you when I rolled out the Heavens?"

- How is that an answer?

God sees Job saying that Job, who sees justice only in the narrowest pers-
pective, how it affects us and those we know. Being human, not divine, we cannot
understand God's decision. God's justice operates on a scale in which our parti-
cular needs and individual fate are not the ultimate criteria. Take death. Few
welcome death, but unless we die there will be no room for our children and grand-
children.

- That's a copout.,

Perhaps, But Job submits, "I know that You can do anything. . .I had heard
of You with the hearing of the ear, but now my eyes see You. Therefore, I abhor
my words and repent. . ." If I understand Job he is saying, you're right, I
can't work it all out. But you've made me sense the sweep, power and orderliness
of the universe, and 1'll hold my tongue. I won't protest anymore.

- If Job had said, I still don't understand, I'd have understood. The uni-
verse is vast and creation is a mystery, but he says, "I repent.™ Obviously,
he accepts God's justice. I don't see why he should. He'd been stripped of
everything he had or cared about. ;

Job's response is now one of faith in a God who is the creative power re-
sponsible for the mysterious and wonderful order of nature and he's willing to
set aside his own. I've ofter
and failed, but found th .
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- 1 wouldn't trade my wife and children for all the beautiful sunsets in
the world.

It's not a matter of logic but of faith. My congregation includes a number
of Holocaust survivors whose faith remarkably is unshaken and a number of people
who lived comfortably in America during those terrible years and now they say
that after Auschwitz they can no longer believe. There are people who endure v

: : '
terrible tragedy, yet seem to be able to see beyond their pain and to keep hold
of a perspective about a world of meaning and purpose which gives them the strength
to carry on. Somewhat to my surprise, I've diecovered that tragedy rarely destroys
faith. The human spirit is remarkably resilient. In fact, in many ways faith
suffers more from satisfaction and secerity than from suffering.

= All your explanations can't paper over the fact that millions pray for
relief and none arrives. God does not intervena.

I can only repeat that if our dituation is to include freedom, then it must

include the possibility of man-made evil as well as of moral heroism. Do you re-

member the story I told several sessions back about Moses visiting the Academy

of Akiba and being astonished at the rules Rkiba qguoted as the law of Moses?

I didn't complete the story as the Talmud reports it. After God had reassured
Moseés that what Akiba was teaching was, in fact, Torahy Moses says to God: 'If
you knew that a sage of his stature would arise why did you give the Torah through

me?' He should have hﬂun-yﬁur prophet.' To which God answered, "Be silent,

such is My decree.' God then allowed Moses to see the rest of Akiba's life.
Akiba, as an old man, played a leading role in the Bar Kochba Rebellion against
Rome and was arrested and flayed alive. Moses was appalled: 'Is this the reward
for such learning and devotion?' Be silent for such is My decree.’

- I'm appalled.

Contrary to the faiths which emphasize only God's tender mercies, Judaism

e
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accepts the idea that God's plans may require that some suffer. Though we would
like to believe it, commitment and decency aren't always rewarded.

= You can't leave it there.

Akiba's martyrdom inspired generations of men and women to risk their lives
for Judaiem's special message.

- That's not enough.

Perhaps we're not meant to understand. When I'm hurt and my heart aEhnn,
sweet reason is not the medicine I need. Explanations seem irrelevant. Pushed
to the wall, we draw the strength to persevere from a deeper source than reason.

- How do you know?

I1've seen it happen time and ugtié- As a young rabbi, 1 expected to hear those
in pain cry out in anger and deny Gnd; Thirty years later I know that it rarely
happens that way. 1 have heard complaints, certainly, and self-pity, "why me;'

but I have rarely known anyone whosd faith was shattered by illness, bad luck, or

pain. Somehow, when we are pushed 'to the limit, when there's no place to look

but uvp, the life force takes over; and more often than not, what 1 hear is a half-
whispered, half-believed "maybe it's for the best.'
- That's a rationalization.

Ferhaps. i

- My mother's dying of g!.-j”- 3
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- You said earlier that the rabbis weren't stoics and now you're sayving, make
the best of a bad bargain. That's what stoicism is all about.

The stoic is resigned. The rabbis seek to affirm. They spoke of growth and
courage. Faith cannot promise happiness, but it can help us seek out the possi-
bility of each day and the promise of each part of our life. There can be profound
gsatisfaction in hnawiﬁq that life has not overwhelmed us, but to me what you call
faith is no more than a stubborn denial of the facts. 1 don't see any evidence
that life exhibits what we're calling justice.

Look closer, the body's a marvel. Consciousness is a wonder. Our emotions
and talents are miraculous capacities.

- Our capacities are no proof of God's justice. Often the more we feel, the
more we can be hurt.

Were it not for love, empathy and the aesthetic sense, life would be dismal
beyond belief. ﬂﬁr feelings, or rather our ability to feel, suggests that God cars
about what we call today the gquality of life.

- I still don't see justice out there.

Our planet has everything human beings need to construct a satisfying life.

- Why don't I sense the promise you obviously feel?

It's a matter of perspect ?i.fﬁﬁjh of us get so caught up with our own prob-

lems and wants - lnﬂ'ii"Tiftf-E_ liip-l want - that we can't see the blessings

we have or the pntlntiiiitili hat ii:ﬁépn:l It's possible to be so preoccu-

pied that we !nﬂ tnﬂ? . “ £ i'i._."e:.'.- _hidden within what seems to be happen-

stance. Much of our } | h "'E:Z ﬁ%ﬂnn endurance contest,

t can be .*ri: oyed and from our failure to de-
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What about the millions who have been liberated from ignorance, poverty and
exploitation? Many of today/s bloody headlines are indications that the old order
based on class and economic privilege is on the way out. Few give up privilege
easily. The sages often described the period immediately preceding the Messianic
Age with the metaphor of the delivery of a child., Just as birth is preceded by
painful contractions, 50 the peaceful kingdom would be preceded by a time of un-
precedented trouble.

- How do you know that our troubles aren't simply the prelude to worse troubles?

1 don't. My feelings are based partly in what I see happening in the world
and partly in faith. Faith is a reflex of humanity's stubborn optimism,

Stubbornness isn't necessarily a virtue, mules are stubborn.

A steady optimism is. Without hope the soul shrivels and we give up trying
to make the world a better place. Hope is the foundation stone of sanity and the
catalyst.

- You're saying close your eyes to what life's really like.

Not at all. I1I'm advocating far-sightedness, clear eyes which can locate the
holiness of life as well as its strains. I'm encouraged by the sense of concern
I find in so many people and by what I know of history. Over the centuries, civ-
ilization has emerged because of the efforts of those who had hope. I'm trying
to get you to see what is always there but which we rarely notice: love, kind-
ness, moral conviction, confidence that we can make our world livable. My faith
is renewed whenever I come across an act of disinterested goodness or suddenly
respond to the wonder of life. You approach Yad v'shem in Jerusalem, the Museum
which is a mm} W qt the Holocaust, along a walk lined with, trees.
Each mma ed to a non-Jew who #m lids o bkl Ata and peobably

i
his whole ““ ave Jews. Auschwitz is only part of reality. Mere is another,

o
5§
T . b 3k - "~ 1 L
I ihd - F
one we often foz ; .,r,

A :.':"'*-l tﬂﬂ‘ﬂﬂ‘l‘ After he

=

_.r'.




200

was bar mitzvahed my socialist grandfather fled Poland, put that life behind him

and never went near a synagogue. He died an old and sick man, but with his dig=-
nity intact. |

He must have had a strong faith in life, in many ways the very faith Judaism
encourages. There are people of faith inside and cutside the churches and syna-
gogues. Faith is simply another word for an attitude which affirms life's po-
tential by actively seeking it out. That's why before death the dying were en-
couraged to speak the Shema and after death the mourners recite the Kaddish.
Neither pray;r mentions death. Each affirms life and God and loocks forward
to the coming of the Messianic Kingdom. 1It's a way of reminding us that "Weeping
may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the dawn." We're a messianic religion.

- Aren't all religions?

Buddhism trains its followers not to care, not to expect that human society
can be reformed, on the theory that suffering comes from wanting things and ex-
pecting too much. Judaism teaches that in Eanaur& as we care about others, our
families and community, we fulfill ocurselves, and that justice can be established
in the gates . Adversity and evil are not denied, but they do not represent the
whole of life and we should not be afraid to plunge into life or to open curselves
to others. We are commanded to “choose life.®

- I hear you and I'm not satisfied.

I'm not surprised. You want answers and you're asking gquestions which only

God can answer.

lanation of why the first word in the Torah begins

- g e | o4 4

:fifgii w alphabet, Bet, rather than the first, the
trokes which enclose three sides of a
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was chosen as a sign that the Jew should read carefully what follows, the Torah,
and not worry too much about what cannot be known: what is above, what below, and
what preceded creation. The Torah offers us a viniun: a faith; practical en-
couragement; a religious discipline, rituals that can help us hold on to sanity
when the pressures mount; but not a full explanation of life. There are mysteries
we will never penetrate., 1In other words, don't beat your head against an un-
yielding will. You'll get nowhere and only give yourself a headache.

- I don't like not knowing.

50 what do you propose?

We broke on the silence that followed.




202
Chapter 10

THE GENERATION GAP, GUILT AND GOD

Shabbat afterncon. The morning service had been informal. There was a feel-

= L]

ing of community and contentment,

- 1 like services here. There's no dressing up. 1 like to sing. There's a
feeling, a warm feeling. I don't like services at home. The pews are uncom-
. fortable, the service is a set piece, everyone's dressed up and uptight.,

Here you're tuned in. You came to the service after three days of talk-
ing and thinking about Judaism. At home you walk in cold. You're not in a ser-
vice mood. The difference is as much in you as in the service.

- It's also the guitar and my open shirt. I don't like put-on. 1I'm sure God

| doesn't care if I'm in a coat and tie.

Dressing up is one way of getting into a particular mood. A coat and tie are
a conventional sign of respect, that what we're about is significant.

- Dress doesn't mean much anymore. We dress down, not up.

You wouldn't go to a White House dinner in your camp shirt; but, basically,
you're right, getting dressed up no longer means as much as it used to. In the
old world putting your Sabbath suit on, probably your only suit, marked the Sab-
bath as a special occasion. No longer. Many of us wear and coat and tie every
day to the office. Clothes no longer give off clear signals.

- I don't like iht-iﬁ;-, .fﬁﬁi‘gnﬂunuii!iu an instrument. We'd do better with

. B M- . A
a guitar. . ,

You'd soon tire of it. It's fine for a sing-along, but it doesn't have the
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- That's where it came from.

What's wrong with that? Organs aren't baptized. We borrowed the organ from
the church centuries after they borrowed the Gregorian chant from us. In religion
everyone copycats a bit,

- Pops said that his shul didn't have an organ as a sign of mourning for the
Temple in Jerusalem. |

He told you right. The Temple had an orchestra and when it was destroyed the
synagogue prohibited all musical instruments as a sign that we'd lost the glory
of The Temple.

- You'd change all that.

We have, as you know. The river flows on and there's a point when looking
back is no longer helpful. Many of us want and need a richer musical setting for
our worship than the unaccompanied voice can provide. Besides, while we're sorry
the Temple was destroyed, in terms of the dynamics of Jewish life it's a good thing
that it happened. 1'd hate to think of twentiety-century Judaism still based on
shrines served by hereditary priests conducting animal sacrifices.

- An organ-accompanied service can be flat.

A service is what the congregation makes it and what they bring to it. It's
the same with a play. A cold audience can destroy our pleasure in a great pro-

duction of Hamlet. The analogy to a play, by the way, in some respects is a useful

one. The prayer book is in the script, but every congregation, like every director,
makes a number ‘ii!"@lﬁitfﬁnulhﬁ deletions and sets the play differently. The hall

makes a ﬂwﬂ so does the musical setting. The biggest difference, of course,
‘-'; Wﬁ'ﬂﬁtﬁi‘.ﬁhﬂ to participate.

iltural differences also make a difference. In Israel I visited a Bok-

is the congregs
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Yemenite Jews lltlnrn!'-lugg&ﬂ oOn Tpr.u.:ra:r ruge like their Muslim rll!'.‘lﬂh".'lﬂrl .
while Polish Jews, like their Christian neighbors, prayed standing before tall

reading desks., Services reflect the mr:n.l-j:|:|u-:mwmu|-:n-4|1:*i
H

- And the cnnqrngut;?n. At home we have twd services on Friday nights: an

adult and a youth group service, and it's hard to believe that they're organized

by people from the same community. "
In a sense they're not. Today, for the first time in history, kids and their’
parents spend most of their time in diqtinbt and separate cultures and, under-
standably, develop quite different sensibilities and tastes. Young people want

dialogue, not a sermon; rock not Bach; movement rather than Fulm and decorum.

- Families should worship together.
r

- There are times to be together and times to h?_gyart-

- We all enjoyed this morning's service.

There are no teen-agers or nctq?narians in._ camp.

- Also no one who can't worship Hithnut‘a coat and tie.

- Don't laugh, but what I liked best about this morning was that there were
no ushers. At home they patrol the aisles and I always feel I'm being watched and
treated as a child.

- I'm a convert. I like our service but never have gotten over my surprise
at the hubbub. Some never stop talking to each other. Others visit when they

come in late. My parents' church was always hushed. People stayed in their pews.

I asked our rabbi about it and all he said was, ‘'democracy is noisy.'

.';é},5=-:=fi.;ghlnﬂﬂ - too long to sustain intensity
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- On Friday night my synagogue is like a three-ring circus. The cantor, the
prayer book, the reading of the Torah, and the rabbi's sermon are@ in the sanctuary,
the center ring. The youth group, a guitar, folk music, a mimeographed service
and a friendship circle fill the chapel and the assembly hall is full of wriggling
children and beaming parents who have come together for simple songs, cut-down
prayers and a story sermon.

Does this bother you? | "

stand,” is inscribed over our ark. After one particularly noisy evening I sug-

gested that we amend it to read: “Know before whom you schmoos.®

= It's fun just to be together,

= That's why we have an oneg - but after services, at services, 1 want a
chance to be alone with my thoughts.
In our services a Jew can be albne with God provided there are at least

nine other there with him. :
- 1 spent a semester at King's College in Cambridge. The college had a chapel

-and regularly celebrated Evensong. 1It's a guiet and candlelit moment. The Gothic

arches and the shadows blend be:utifullﬁ with the hymns. Though I was an cutsider,

there were times when I experienced quite powerfully life's mysterious holiness.
The church celebrates mystery and does it well. The synagogue is an open

space with few depths or shadows. It acc&pt:.ny:tu:r‘hut does not celebrate it.
When I visited a professor ‘;.hnﬂ at King's College he tnnk me to Evensong

and, 1, too, was f‘mi'ﬁﬁ?:Tnﬁ_::Jf L ﬁﬁ!&:tﬁ. :!llﬂ“' and students were

-

in an inner space behind a scre M n the other side with the mfmnnen.
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- Our buildings seem to have no particular shape. Apparently we didn't
use architecture the way Christians do. Many churches are built in the form of a
cross and in themselves a sign of the Christian message.

Our message is expressed in the scrolls, not in the structure, and the mes-
sage is specific, not just symbolic. But there's still a sense of holiness there.
When a Jew crossed in front of the Ark he bowed to it. The scrolls somehow re-
flect the presence of God. The rabbis deliberately ordered that a curtain, the
parochet, hang before the Ark to suggest the curtain which hung in front of the
Holy of Holies in the Jerusalem Temple which symbolically protected the worshipper
from the radiance of God and proclaimed that there was something of God within.

Our curtain's a perforated metal screen. 1 never have given it a second
thought.

Unfortunately, we tend to treat symbols offhandedly. We commission an artist
to "do" an ark but never tell him what messaqe it should suggest. He treats it
simply as a focal point in an auvditorium. It's too bad because awe and reverence
heighten our expectations of a service and, therefore, increase its impact on us.
Not so long ago when a Jew dropped a prayer book he kissed it as he picked it up.
Now he simply complains that it's too bulky.

I always feel awkward when I'm at a service where people reach out with their
prayer shawls to touch the Torah as it's being processed. I couldn't hriné myself
to do it. -

Once familiar acts of reverence fall out of style, but every service ought
to imluﬂiiﬁi-ﬂ!‘!ﬂnﬁﬂﬂ_ﬂi which tells us we've affirmed our faith.

- A few our you th mim:hﬂ up a creative service using some
:‘ nd Kahlil Gibran. #ﬂlﬂ,ﬂﬂr but the rabbi had a fit.
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Your youth group produced an emotional experience, perhaps even a spirituval ex-
perience, but not a Jewish experience.

- We said the Shema.

Six Hebrew words can get lost in an hour of Gibran and Dylan.

= Why must a service be Jewish? If I need to I can pray anywhere, anytime,
and when I do I'm sure God doesn't care whether I say my piece in.Hihrnw or English.

I1'm saying worship and you're hearing prayer. Prayer is an unscheduled ex-
pression of deep feeling. In our worship God, Torah, speaks to us. In prayer we
speak to God. A Jewish service is not intended as a prayer meeting.

- Obviously, we need to define terms.

I equate prayer with the sudden surge of emotion which comes over me when I
am pushed beyond my resources, beaten down by life, or unable to contain my joy.
1 prayed when my father was deathly ill. I prayed when each of my children was
born. Those prayers were spoken late at night in a hospital corridor and not in a
synagogue. Of course, there have been times when I have prayed during a worship
service. I came troubled. The music calmed my spirits and the sense of community,
the gquiet, an awareness of the presence of God unlocked my heart, but I can number
these moments and my point is simply that prayer cannot be scheduled.

Worship is scheduled, congregational, and largely scripted. Those who say,
‘I do not need a book to pray,' are absolutely right. Worship is an orchestrated
experience, not a happening. Worship tends to lift us from the workaday world

into the Torah world @:ﬁp ﬂﬂuhrﬂthl !ﬁr a few moments the pure air of the Jew-

ish vision and live f W or so m the ipﬂ-.:l of the Jewish tradition.

mgnphu from the litera-
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- When I go I'm given a book, told to open to such and such a page and follow
along. I'm told by hand signals when to stand and when to sit. I always feel
I'm being directed by somecne else and that I can't just be myself.

pon't challenge a service, let it flow over you.

- Say what you will, services are artificial.

Yes, in the sense that all civilization is artificial; that is, a creation
of human design. Prayer is spontaneous, we pray as the spirit moves us, and being
artless, prayer can be foolish, petty, misdirected or self-deluding. Spontaneity
isn't the ultimate virtue.

- At least prayer is genuine.

And egotistic. Prayer speaks of need, my needs. I'm the center of my prayers.
Prayer doesn't enlarge my horizons. Worship's scripted and the Siddur presents
readings which reflect the wisdom of a spiritually sensitive people and speaks of
the many needs of all human beings. Worship makes me think of community, its needs
as well as mine.

- But the script is fixed, the same week in, week out; year in, year out.

Mot gquite. Communities add or subtract material whenever the Siddur is re-

published. Congregations often modify the Siddur for their own purposes. The first

synagogue services seem to have been constructed out of the Psalms and responses
which had been used in The Temple's worship. Since then much has been added and
subtracted. At one ﬂ# ‘the Ten Commandments were recited at every service, a

practice which was dropped more than fifteen hundred years ago. The Kaddish is

mlxs.l'--m;;m. old, the Yigdal hymn perhaps five hundred years. At one time

led many erudite and abstruse hymns called piyyutim, most of

00k and the service follows a predictable course.

& 3 ! i _.:".:.I.-"-; 2 _l' - — I..‘

g, formlessness quite another. Synagogue worship
I st done through a familiar
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structure which reinforces the core themes and provides definition as well as the
reassurance of continuity. Each age should have its own voice but not lose touch
with the original voice. The sense of history is an encouraging one.

- What about relevance?

What about it? The Shema is as relevant as the day it was first spoken. The

fact that God is one and that Israel feels a special relationship with "our God"
hasn't changed. Moreover, most services include more than the readings. Thee's
a talk, an opening and closing prayer, mention of events in the community's life.

It's disconcerting. A matter of balance, too much repetition, can be boring;
teo much relevance can be disconcerting.

- I've always felt that the best service would be a happening - a happy.,
and perhaps unexpected, surprise. How can a moment which is conscicusly organized
be genuine?

When a director uses a Shakespeare script or a conductor a Beethoven score
wé don't immediately say that he lacks originality. A skillful and knowledgeable
handling of these texts can give us fresh insights as well as a great deal of
pleasure. I'm puzzled when you limit creativity to original work as if there can-
not be creative responses to another's thought or music. 1I've thought a lot about
the twenty-third Psalm and written about it, and I would argue that it belongs as
much to mé as to King David.

- I still say they're somebody else's words.

S0 were the words in the pamphlet that youth group put together for its
Dylan-Gibran service. I find the term, "creative service', uniquely inappropriate
for a service which substitutes a few paragraphs written in haste or collected
at random for a carefully chosen, time-tested, familiar bouguet of the best

poetry and thought of a remarkably creative people.

- Why should your judgement be better than the kids'?
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I've been at it longer. They're interested in one Friday night and I'm con-
cerned with the continuity of the Jewish experience and the disciplines of the
religious life, not a single presentation. A prayer book service need not be
tired or uninspiring. I try to organize worship that is warm-hearted, not cold-
eyed; full of melody, not cacaphony; hard thinks, not vapid; a moment of Jewish
intimacy rather than alienation,

= At home every Sabbath service is the same.

E Sameneéss has its virtue, I've always found that familiarity increases my

pleasure in a serious piece of music or work of art. I bring more to it each time

and take more away.

= It's dull.

People who doze through an opera continue to find opera dull.

Last Christmas a minister talked at our Rotary. He said that the church
takes itself too seriously, that the religious moment should be a celebration of
possibility and a freeing of the imagination. He has rock bands at his services.
He wants people dancing in the aisles. Why not celebrate, he said, our love of a
generous God we do not control and only dimly comprehend, but who cares for us.
He made sense to me. His church must be a lively place. Incidentally, he didn't
talk about worship as a Christian experience.

Did you attend one of his services?

= I did, and the church was full and lively.

Did he read from the New Testament and sign his prayers in the name of the
Father, Son and Holy Ghost? :

= Yes.

e

— Az - : il
That was Iﬂumtﬂ signaling that this was a Christian experience.
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values. A mindless experience isn't a Jewish experience,

- The Church obviously doesn't feel as constrained as you do.

Christian worship celebrates the good news that salvation has been made
possible by a Saviour's coming. We're not ready yet for a victory celebration.
Our worship talks to us of duty and possibility in a demanding world so that we
will play our part in the world's redemption.

- I find your comparison of worship and theater interesting, though I would
draw a conclusion from the analogy which I doubt will be pleasing to you. An eve-
ning at theater can be a pleasant or moving experience but of little lasting or
practical benefit. That shouldn't be true of a Sabbath service. I don't think
it's meant as entertainment. Worship should help me become a better person, but
I leave services much as I came,.

- You've earned a brownie point with God.

= I'm being sericus.

Not all plays are simply entertainment. They can be, and often are, effective
vehicles for the transmission of all kinds of ideas. Plays help me imagine
other lives and often encourage us to change our political or social views. Wor-
ship, unfortunately, can be little more than an hour's entertainment, but it can
also be much more: a binding experience, a challenging moment, a reminder of what
must be done, a guiet but useful insight into some parts of our lives.

- Each play is unique. Our worship uses the same script week in and week
out. It can't possibly have an impact on us every week.

Theaters have audiences. Synagogues have congregations. An nuditnqu comes
largely unprepared. The evening is determined by what happens on the stage.

The message, if there is one, must have a punch. Worshippers come prepared. They
know much of what they will hear. 1Its virtue is reinforcement, a deepening of
awareness, rather than the presentation of radically new ideas.

= oy
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- Worship keeps me from unravelling. During the week my work and the family
pull me in many directions. I look forward to the familiar words and music of
Friday night as an hour to put Humpty Dumpty together again. I often leave that
service feeling like Antaeus whose strength was renewed whenever his feet touched
Mother Earth.

- Plays have a story line. Our service is formless, little more than a
piling up of pious paragraphs.

Not so0. Our worship is carefully arranged. H!’rulwelnumtd by a call to
God's worship, the Borechu, which consists of praises of God. To praise God is to
remind ourselves what we owe to others and to The Other when we affirm the

oneness of God and the community of Israel, our brotherhood. The Shema makes it

clear that we worship the Holy One, praised be He, not the God of power or wealth
or national ambition. Then, first silently, privately, then congregationally, we
speak prayers of general need: "Favor us with knowledge," "Pardon our trans-
gressions,"” "Bless this year and may its harvest bring us well-being," "Hear

our prayers.” ,On certain days the Torah is read and there is an interpretation of
the reading as it relates to our lives. A sermon is presented. Finally, praise,
affirmation, need and instruction are drawn together into an Adoration of the God

of all mankind whose teachings will one day be acknowledged by all nations and

peocplas, then thnlggggggg; an affirmation of life and of God's majesty which is

Hfmaﬁinq to a concert but who
the -.'..':._r,i-_f.a"*’ L ﬁﬁ.g;'
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- You can't beé serious,

- Most of us are practical folk and no one ever sat down and explained to me
why I'd be better off if I went to services on Friday night than if I went out
on the town. I remember someone telling me: God doesn't take ntfunﬂnncﬂ.

The discipline of worship helps us understand the Jewish message and to en-
large our lives through it.

- What about character? I haven't found that those who go to temple regu-
larly are better or more sensitive than those who don't.

1've no statistics on the point. Ildun't think any exist. I know I do a
lot of hard thinking about my life and my values when I'm in services and I as-
sume others do too. Somehow it's harder for me to delude myself there than in my

offica.

- I find services wearying. They lay on guilt. There's all that sin talk,.
I'm under enough pressure without worship adding to it.

We don't have confessicnal booths.

- But there's Yom Kippur and those heavy Yom Kippur refrains: "we have done

perversely.” 1I'm not perverse and life's tough enough without my religion laying

guilt on me.
| wWhat would you have Yom Kippur be?
- What the minister said, a grand celebration of the possibilities of life.
That's exactly how I think of Yom Kippur - as a grand celebration of pos-
sibility; and it's Yom Kippur's specific emphasis on sin and confession which givunl

me that welcome sense of encouragement.

8in mmm;un. When I say, "I have sinned”, I'm telling myself I
- No 1at we do be of our mirmt, our con-
[ ] " -"".._11- ﬂ e TR
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We can't read all the books Jews have written, so the service presents what's
important.

Worship teaches ug the language which lies at the heart of the Jewish ex-
perience and turns teaching into song. When it works, and it doesn't always, we
begin to think as a Jew, sing as a Jew, and come alive as a Jew.

- A nice idea, but I seriously doubt that's the way it happens. Most ser-
vices are dull and uninspiring. The words are either in Hebrew which I don't
understand or in heavy English. I'm more likely to fall asleep than to feel spir-

itually enlivened.

It's what you bring as much as what is brought.

| - I'm certainly not unique. Look at all the empty pews.

They're there for many reasons.

- Name ane.

Impatience.

- I don't follow you.

Jews have picked up America's preference for action over contemplation.

Worship is thinking time.

- There are more empty pews in my new synagogue than in my old church.
There's an old saying that when the world catches cold Jews contract pneu-
monia. But don't exaggerate the empty seats. For what it's worth, in the last

decade or so Jews have begun attending services in larger numbers.

- Why? ’ rrwi_.h'-r_ v .t‘"' - 05

My guess would be the . sarheads, fears of increasing anti-
- .

nships and loneliness; not necessarily
'we nesd reassurance and the secur-
; ity of our roots. ¢ it

that if I didn't attend
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children, only bad living conditions and careless parents. Have you read the psy-
chologist, B. F. Skinner?

Yes.

He says we can only do or become what our genetic endowment and our environ-
ment allow us to be. He doesn't believe in sin. I agree with him.

Skinner is a determinist who believes Western civilization has encouraged
us, to our hurt, in the illusion that we are free moral agents who can, by the
exercise of will and determination, modify our behavior. He blames the Biblical
religions for this state of affairs, nli the do's and don'ts and sin talk. In
his view we are not responsible for what we do and so he prescribes, in the cause
of mental health, that we abandon what he calls the nonsense of freedom and recog-
nize that there is no sin. We delude ourselves and often make ourselves 1ll, he
believes, when we assume we could have followed some other path.

- I like the idea of no sin.

Skinner became something of a cult figure because he appeals to all those who
are ready and eager to tuplaina£a anyone who will listen that the triviality of
their lives is the fault of their parents or their environment.

- You've gone on at length about conditioning.

Endowment and environment play a role, but it is not the whole story. The
Torah reports that God condemned the entire generation whic had endured Egyptian
slavery to death in the wilderness, and the midrash explains that God did so be-

nihllhﬁpﬁigﬁiﬁi:i} had been broken and diminished by their servitude, so much so
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and caring for ourselves,

- What chance do slow :h?ldran have?

Less than your children or mine, but America's history records that in each
generation millions of families escaped the slums.

Everything, including freedom, has limits. I can't by any act of will de-
velop talents I don't have, but I can develop these skills with which I am en-
dowed or leave them unshaped. Behaviorists like Skinner liken man to an animal.
An animal remains what he was born, forever a creature of instinct. Jewish
thought emphasizes that the human animal, a creature of instinct, can become a
human being, a creature of sensitivity, who can choose at times to control his
appetites and instincts. More than this, the Torah tradition asserts that in the
area of moral judgement we should think and act as if there were no limits on our
freedom since these are, in fact, fewer than we think and the more practiced and
disciplined we become in choosing discipline over indulgence, the greater our
freedom of action becomes,

- How does Yom Kippur make this point?

5in says, "you're responsible," "You can be other than you are," and that's
an encouraging thought. When I say 'I have sinned' I am forced to consider the
more 1 should do and can do, and it's that "should” and that "can" which allows
me to leave Yom Kippur encouraged. As I confess my sins I recognize 1'm not
shackled to them. My world becomes gray only when I feel that I can't effect
what's happéning to me,

- But we never get out from under. Next year's Yom Kippur is already
scheduled.

Yom Kippur focuses on growth, not on purity. There are no uaiq}u- "There 1is

no man on earth so righteous that he sins not." Yom Kippur suggests to us that

what God wants of us is sensitivity, humaneness, moral growth - not perfection.
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If He wanted us to be angels He'd have made us angels.

- But what about guilt?

What about it? As with all things in life, there's healthy guilt, a prodding
conscience; and morbid guilt, groveling abjectness. Should we deny that we're
responsible for the quality of our lives just because some can't handle that re-
spﬂnsihiiity? If it didn't sound like I was playing with words 1'd say that the
absence of a strong sense of sin is the besetting sin of our age. We have a dozen
ready explanations for every failure. Our mothers loved us too much or too little.
We grew up on the streets or in the lap of luxury. We've raised excuse-making
into an art form and even developed statistics and graphs to make our excuses
sound scientifie.

- Excuse-making isn't a modern invention. Adam and Eve were already adept
at the art.

God does not ask the impossible, but he certainly expects us not to settle
for a life of excuses and inaction. I find it suggestive that our founders routed
the Jewish experience in an act of conscious choice. God ordered Abraham to leave
home or stay. He didn't have to go, but he went. The responsibility to choose
growth over cumﬁfnmiﬁe is underscored in almost every line of Torah teaching.
“"See I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. Choose
life.”

- We've moved a long way from worship.

Not really. Worship keeps before us the responsibility of making the best

choices of which we are capable. "0 house of Jacocb, come and let us walk in the

light of the Lord."
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Chapter 11

TRUE AND ENDURING IS THY WORD - OR 15 IT?

Saturday night dinner was over and we were sitting on the porch of the lodge,
talking over our conversations.

- My father is an architect. I often complained about school work and he'd
remind me that a building that isn't solidly based will shift and ultimately
collapse. 1I've thought about his little speech a good bit this week. How can I
take seriously a message which isn't solidly based. The Bible's a book full of
fairy stories. Last year I took an interest in a Bible course. The Noah story
turns out to be an Israelite redo of a well-known Middle Eastern myth. In the
original story the gods use a flood to punish earthlings whose noisy activities
have disturbed their royal slumbers and the hero is saved because he was good
looking and a goddess took a shine to him. I was impressed by the skill with
which the Israelites transformed the original myth into a saga which reinforced
their conviction that those who live honorably need not fear that God will abuse
them. 1In Genesis God decides to destroy mankind because of the world's wicked-
ness and Noah is saved because he is a righteous man. The Genesis version makes
an important point, but it's a myth. There was noc Noah and no Ark, and I don't

understand how anyone can credit as scripture a book which is full of such fancies.

Stories convey ideas which logic and philosophy cannot express. Moreover,
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speech.

-~ Why was such a story left in the Torah?

There was no reason not to. It had become part of the repertoire of the
chanters and storytellers who recited to Israel the beloved legends about the
beginning of the human race. The Torah's editors did not define their task as
editing out all those portions of their people's myth and history which were not
specifically claimed to be God's words.

They brought together that literature which was known and revered. It was
only much later that the idea berame popular that the whole Five Books of Moses
had been dictated by God to Moses.

Even if 1 accept your argument about the Torah's origins and the value of
stories - myths, I've still got a problem with the value of Torah. The text is
full of contradictions. Take the Noah chapters: some sentences indicate that the
animals came into the Ark in pairs, in other places we're told they came in groups
of seven. It's a small thing, but it raises for me a big guestion: how can there
e a special message, A true message, in a book which contains contradictions?

You raise a seriocus issue. The Bible's contradictions involve fundamental
principles, not just detail. An example: a sentence in the Ten Commandments
suggests that there may be other, to be sure, inferior gods besides the one God.

“"You shall have no other gods before Me"; while Deutero Isaiah makes the cate-

gorical statement: "Before Me no other god was formed; and after Me none shall

exist." How right was the Biblical concept of monotheism? Another example:

another sentence in the Ten Commandments suggests that guilt clings in a family

passing down from father to son: God will “"visit the sins of tﬁn fathers upon

the children to the third and fourth generation.” On the other hand, the prophet
r..: mﬂ,m the burden of his ﬂ_ltlur':‘ guile.”

You BT e e R . : .
= A l':m.- --f- Ant,; not answered it.
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Ezekiel insists: “a son s
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_ As 1 said, Biblical man didn't have a Bible. He cherished a body of sacred
learning, law and liturgy - some oral, some written down - which was gradually
shaped into texts and subsequently canonized as Scripture, This body of material
was prized for many reasons, and explained to the community by priests and sages
who defined its implications for many reasons. MNo one researched these texts for
doctrinal consistency since they were known to those who lived within a coherent
culture. When it came time to organize these materials into texts, these changed
with this work, wisely gave more weight to the reverence and popularity of a
passage than to its logical consistence with other portions of the anthology they
were creating. Nor were they at all abashed by the idea that a concept and its
opposite might be true. Life isn't neat., Human nature and the societies humans
create are ripe with inescapable contradictions.

My sister carried her Confirmation Bible at her wedding. She said it made
her feel that God was there. Talismans have their value, but the Bible clearly
isn't God's word. How did people ever get the crazy notion that it was The Truth?

Truth is as truth does. The Bible helped catalyse Western civilization. It
containg ideas which enable the West to free itself from the limiting and all-
pervasive conditioning of the pagan world, 1I've already suggested to you that the
Biblical vision cleared the way for modern science.

Yet, the religious have always tried to impede science. The Church forced
Galilee to recant and our fundamentalists want to get out of the public schools.

Nevertheless, I1'll stick by my statement. In the pagan world the gods were
seen as animating spirits within all the phenomena of nature. There was.a sun god,
a moon god, river gods. !;dh god went his or her own way and did their thing.
Judaism thnught'ﬁ!'ﬂﬁﬂ as creator of all that is. In this perspective nature was
no longer an MW ﬂfﬂ' busy at being gods but a natural tmimu full
of uhjir.'t: h: F W w were afraid to study nature, fearing that
by 80 ¢ they would "‘";"“”riﬁu “, : m gods by definition are

y
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unknowable, they cannot be studied. Those can be studied, the gods cannot.

= For me the Bible's great advance is the Shema. Racism is mankind's greatest
curse and monotheism gave the lie to all master race theories. I'm an old civil
rights-nik, for me the Bible's greatest sentence is, "Have we not all one Father,
has not one God created us all?"

Don't minimize the other side of that coin, the Bible's unremitting attacks
on idolatry. TIdolatry is the arrogance of certainty and we've still got plenty

of that about.

- The Bible can be an idol. I've watched as preachers wave the Book as they I

talk of proof of whatever argument they're making.

some 0L the cautions the rabbis cultivated grew out of their recognition
that the vltimate meaning of any text remains shrouded in mystery. Any reading must
be tentative: "My thoughts are not your thoughts. . .for as the Heavens are higher
than the Earth, so are My thoughts than yours."™

The Bible's spare style seems almost delibergtely chosen to underscore this
approach. More is left unsaid than explained. There are few descriptions and fewer
explanations of motivation. In the famous story of Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac,
we aren't told why God decided to test Abraham, what Abraham thought about Ged's
decision, anything about Isaac's feelings, where they were when ﬁnﬂ made His de-
mand, what Abraham felt during the three-day journey. Whenever I read this chapter
and others of equal power, I feel the text challening me to understand its message.

- Are you sure that anything's really there?

I can prove it. The Torah is read through, as you know, in an annual cycle.
Every week for the last two thousand years the designated section of the Torah has
been read in every synagogue and on each occasion every congregation found some
message for its uitylt§pn. 1f tpl word miracle has any meaning, it applies to

Scripture. Can you think of any other work which has had this capacity to be un-

ceasingly relevant and insightful?
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- I'd argue that Jews have read relevance, their ideas, into the text rather
than read the text to find there God's ideas.

Undoubtedly, that was sometimes the case, but the text had to be the starting
polint.

- You don't really believe God had anything to do with the Torah?

I believe that Moses and others perceived some of the meaning God intended
them to and set it down, that it's available to those who persevere, and that
these meanings have proven their worth over and over again by providing an intel-
lectually and spiritually liberating understanding of the world and man's place
in it.

- The Torah is just a book, like any other.

¥You sound like an academic colleague who enjoys reading the Bible as litera-
tureé. He calls the Deuteronomic¢ historian a master storyteller, "Homer's equal®;
but he insists that "to claim more is absurd.” "How can you call divine a book
which contains an outdated science, a record of a six-day creation, and laws which
require adulteresses to be stoned and witches burned?"

- Precisely.

Then how do you explain the hold the Bible has exerted on 50 many people’s
deepest feelings? No other classic has ever commanded such veneration or catalysed
such a radical transformation of cultural values.

- The Bible must have had a good press agent.

The Bible was written in an obscure Near Eastern dialect - Hebrew was spoken
by only a small fraction of the people of the area. There are no records of any
major publicity, missionary, campaign. It was the Bible itself, not any hoop-la,

which commanded it to the world. You can't even argue that, like the Koran later,

its text was popularized by conguest.
- OQur prayerbook this morning included the sentence: “The Torah of the Lord

is perfect.” 1 know it's from a pslam, poetry, but it's alsoc a lie. You've

talked of the contradictions.

=1
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Finish the phrase: "The Torah of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul.”
The Torah's perfection lies in its invigorating spiritual power. The mystery of
the Torah, its divinity, is the ability of this Iron Age text to stimulate Spacde
Age minds,

- Preachers twist texts to make their point.

Some do., Most don't. Remember that when the Pnulmift spoke of Torah as
perfect, he was referring to the living faith or, rather, his understanding of its

teaching, not of a boock. Just as he did so, we should interpret each portion in

our understanding of the spirit of the living religion,

- 1'd bet our Martian couldn't make some of the connections you've made be-
tween the Torah portion and your sermon.,

Of course not. He'd know only the bare text. My text refracts the depths and
delights added to it by three thousand years of associations.

- You're reading in, not reading out.

Simple deductive logic isn't the only tool we possess to eéxplore a text's

meaning. Imagination has a legitimate role to play in this process.

- You simply put there what you want to find there.

You make the art of commentary sound like deliberate chicanery. It's not.
The rabbis revered the Torah and would never have deliberately interpreted the
text in a way they felt to be illegitimate. They were devoted Jews who believed
that the Torah was God's word, not a self-serving class of ecclesiastics out to
protect and preserve their privileges. It is through the process of continucus |
commentary that the river of our living faith has been able to remain refreshing

I l" b"'”' 1"".

to us. (7
‘e Bible's just another classic. |
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that very special power., The Bible provides us an approach to the realm of meaning
which lies behind our world of familiar, but never fully understood, experiences.

- Explain yourself.

Philosophers as well as poets acknowledge that beside or behind the world
which our senses recognize, there is another world, a world that lies deeper, the
world where there are ultimate truths. The sky is part of space, empty, vet filled
with energy; of fixed dimension, yet infinitely expanding. The Torah, like the
sky, is at first glance an attractive and thought-provoking text which can be
read through in a given number of hours, but there's wisdom there which cannot be
mined by a single reading. I've studied Torah all my life and almost always I've
found a new idea, an insight of value,

= We took a beach vacation sometime ago and, unfortunately, it rained every
day. I read through the few paperbacks we had and then picked up the only other
book in our room, the Gideon Bible. 1 read it from cover to cover. I liked some
parts. Much of it was downright boring. It wasn't a painful experience, some of
the images are powerful, but I didn't get any earthshaking insiqhts:

Like the Martian, you read the bare text. You read Torah without the envelope
of the larger Torah, the whole Jewish tradition, without the overlays o6f wisdom
which add geometrically to our benefit. The bare text is just that, bare of the
wisdom invested in it by a hundred generations.

= I haven't time for all those commentaries, Rashi, Ibn Ezra, you rabbis
are always quoting. Besides, they're certainly out of date.

Yes, if you mean unaware of the latest in archeclogical or from critical
research, they're medieval; but they're rich in insight into the human condition.
If you don't want an ﬁl&ar commentary, read modern ones. There are some good ones
which will provide you what a quick read can't, a useful pirlpicti;t. how, when,
where, why th; text first appeared; what role the text has Played in the development
of Jewish thought. You'll learn which texts have been seminal and which have
tended not to have as rich a history.
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= I thought everything in the Bible's important.

Not really, at least not for those whose interest is in Torah. Deborah sang
a great victory song when her armies defeated the Canaanites. Historians and
linguists are delighted by it because it's one of the few earliest literary docu-
ments in the collection and tells us a good bit about how the Israelite tribes
were organized during the years when they first came to prominence in Palestine.

On the ﬂther.hﬂnﬂ- there's not much of spiritual value in these verses. The
poem's god is a war god, praised for his might rather than for any other attribute,
the god of the tribes rather than the god of all peoples. Not surprisingly, this
poem has never been included in our liturgy.

But it's all called Scripture.

Mot by us. Scripture is a Latin term popularized by the Church. What they
call Scripture we call Tanak, an acronym for the three divisions into which the
sages divided the Biblical canon, T = Torah, N = Neviim, the prophets, K = Ketuvim,
the writings. Jews have never assumed that all the books of the Bible are equally
sacred. Only the Torah is kept in the Ark.

- But the Five Books of Moses are deemed sacred - revealed.

Yes, by rabbinic Judaism. I prefer sacred to revealed since all these chapters
have been revered, but not all have always been treated as revealed.

= You told us the story of how Mcses was astonished at what Akiba found in
the Torah text. You said Akiba insisted that the apparent meaning of a text was
only one of its many meanings, that each word, each letter, even the way a letter
was formed suggested other truths. Moses must have felt Akiba's explanations
were I!-#ﬂﬂ@tﬁﬂ!@,‘Féﬁﬁigﬂuﬁﬁlaﬁ'E!'iﬁliﬂﬂt-l sermon,

mm ~us only so far into the meaning of life. At some point in-
has shown that scientific discovery

on. At some point

d. We'd be
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foolish and short-sighted to dismiss out of hand imaginative commentary by informed
minds. In Akiba's case, his imaginative explanations shaped rabbinic Judaism.

= That's awfully close to saying: believe what's absurd.

Not s0. 1I'm saying trust both sides of your mind. I'm saying reason can be
a stultifying straight-jacket and that the imagination can sometimes liberate
ideas which could be exposed in no other way.

= You sound more and more as if you believe in revelation. I can't take
voices from outer space seriously.

i Don't identify revelation with a literal reading such Biblical phrases as: J

"and the Lord said to . . ." or the conventions of the movies in which a bass

voice booms cut of the clouds, light rises in the background, and everybody

"knows" this is God talking. Revelation suggests mental and imaginative process

which, to a degree, we've all shared.
= I seem to remember that the Torah describes thunder, lightning and horn-

blowing on Mount Sinai. .
That was a conventional way of saying, 'pay attention, this is important.’

But what was important was the words which were apprehended, not the fanfare

which announced them.

- Define revelation. -
Revelation is catching sight of what is normally hidden from view because of

h the. M$W tasks. Revelation is an emergence
th eve: Mamﬂihh. the breaking out of

our pr-ucnugntiﬂnh-

into civilization o
the hidden inte kn
pected levels of aw

our consciousness from unsus-

> place. Some call it intuition,
that what Jews call revelation
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- How's revelation different from falling in love?

In many ways it isn't. People who work together or simply have fun together
sometimes unexpectedly find that friendship has become love. A new reality has
emerged, depths of feelings have come into play, and often neither person really
knows how it happened.

- I hike a lot, and most times I simply work up a good sweat, but sometimes
.li I walk over a field or follow a trail I suddenly sense a beauty, a power, I
had not felt before. It's as if I'd suddenly tuned in to a different frequency.

- You're talking about intuition, what I feel in a bridge game when I know
I should play a certain card. Sometimes I'm right and I tend not to remember all
the times it didn't work out. We all get and tell stories about some
sudden inspiration, but our intuition may lead us into serious mistakes. There
were "true" prophets and "false" prophets. In terms of prediction, I suppose the
"true" prophets were simply luckier. The prophets whose speeches are included in
the Bible seem not to have had any better record in predicting the future than
others. They're included because of the power of their ideas. "True" prophets
were concerned and sensitive individuals who had thought long and hard about God,
man, justice, and politiecs, and who found or "saw" ideas of particular force and
consequence. False prophets found or "saw" insignificant or meaningless ideas.
Our message is a miracle not because it came to us through prophets but that the
message has made such remarkable and sense that it laid the groundwork for

all of Judaism. 'ﬁn ulﬂnh % ﬂ-fth- importance of the message.
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ditions of our lives and suddenly the pieces fall together and fresh, strong ideas

replace conventional wisdom that, inu, is revelation. A poet's ear may catch the
sounds of the subterranean stream of meaning which is always there but which most
of us never hear. I call such a passage from one level of understanding to another
revelation. Certainly, the experience has been too broadly shaped for us to dis-
count it.

- ESparks may fly without any real illumination. 1I'm thinking of the brain
storms of the mad sclentist.

ke I said, there were true prophets and false prophets. Some prophets spoke

1 gibberish, others like Jeremiah, Jesus or Mohammed spoke ideas which millions
find compelling.

- How did people know who to trust?

There's no sure test, but Enmﬂh;H you can feel when an idea is right. There's
an immediacy and a simplicity to it which makes you say why didn't I think of this
before.

- Then revelation isn't limited to the will and words of God?

Socrates had a daimon who whispered truths in his ear and many of our best
scientists have testified that they found their way in a sudden and unexpected
way. God is the source of meaning. All insight represents God disclosing to us
something of Himself.

- Imagination, intuition and insight can lead us on a merry chase to nowhere.
My research associate had a “"flash" and lost a year of work trying to prove his
intuition. The idea didn't fly.

Not all flashes prove but his experience doesn't disprove that this is

b " '-. ..‘ﬂl d .
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human attribute to describe the breaking through process. Today we use more con-
ventional terms like insight or intuition, but we're no closer to fathoming or ex-
plaining the experience.

- 1 paint, sometimes before I put any paint on the canvass. I don't know how
it gets there or how to describe the process which put it there. I've no problem
with intuition or inspiration, or even revelation, but what I have felt is a
private experience and the Bible claims that thousands heard God at Sinai and in-
stantly recognized the value of the new ideas. As a description of inspiration,
the Sinai story is, to say the least, misleading.

Sinai was not as broadly broadcast as you make it out to be. Actually, the
text indicates that the assembly heard only the first word or two of the revel-
ation and then were so frightened by the experience that they asked God to use
Moses as an intermediary. I read the detail of an opening public statement as a
device to underscore the reliability of the message that was received. It was a
way of saying: this is God, not Moses, talking. A new message was at stake and
it was crucial that its source be seen as in God rather than a fallible human,
Moses

- If somecne came up to me and said: "God told me"™ this or that, I'd sug-
gest he see a paychiatrist.

I would, too. We're not Iron Age Jews. We've read Freud. We know about
the sub-conscious and the two sides of the brain. We take for granted that speech

*

is too crude a term to describe revelation.

- If my grandfather could have heard this discussion he'd have said, you're
ekl o e e e P AN .
bright but your learning only complicates what's simple. You haven't explained
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Sinai any better than the Torah did with the words: thus says the Lord. Why not
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Because we're twentieth century creatures who think in analytic terms and
take for granted the Bible's language.

- Your grandfather was raised in a different culture than ours and, for bet-
ter or worse, we can't take our pieties as simply as he did.

- I still don't see how you can treat the phenomenon of revelation analytically
and read the Bible critically and still revere the text as inspired.

Light is both a wave of energy and a cluster of active particles, anﬂ science
has discovered that it is impossible to measure those two properties simultanecusly.
I've come to analogize Torah to light. If you look at the Torah and see only the
text you will not hear the voices within. If you look at the Torah and see only
the word of God you will not see the seams, the editings and contradictions.

Every week I handle two Torahs: a printed Hebrew text which I keep in my
library and in which I annotate in the margins, and the Torah scroll which I
read as part of a sacred ritval and which I wouldn't dream of marking up. I
handle my library text seriously, but unc:;emnninuﬂly- I seek in it the history
and culture of ancient Israel. I make notes. I erase. I handle the Torah scroll
reverently and before and after reading from it I speak a blessing which offers
heartfelt thanks to God for the gift of His Instruction. I sense in that Torah
Israel's special and surprising message for me and my times.

- No one will arque that the Bible has played a major role in Jewish life
over the centuries, but it still seems to me that what you call the Torah's com-
pelling power says more about your needs than about the book itself. Haven't
Jews projected onto or into the Torah what we needed to find there? Isn't it
because Jews are accustnm&é to locating their special message in the Torah that
we continue to find it there? We expect ﬁiﬁdnm and, being inventive, found it.

Maybe, but then how do you explain how that special sense of holiness came

originally to be associated with this book?
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In many ways the miracle of Sinai is not that God spoke - the deeper meanings
are always there and people in all cultures have sensed some of these imp;rntivaa =
but that a whole people responded to this new message and were prepared to shape
their future around it. The tradition, with good reason, uses two terms for rev-
elation, "the giving of Torah"™ and "the acceptance of Torah" and it is the latter
which is the cornerstone of Jewigh history, the founding miracle.

= I'm beginning to think of you as a closet mystic.

I've never hidden the fact. There have been times when I suddenly recognized
that what I or another had said had the ring of truth, not the truth of text
books, common sense or experience, but an ultimate and irreducible truth. ‘I be-
lieve Israel sensed that power in the Torah and that this fountain of living waters
is the enlivening source of our faith.

The sun was disappearing. It was time for Havdalah. The brief moment between

sundown and sunset on the Sabbath, according to our mystics, 'is a bewitching time
particularly appropriate to miracles and mysteries, so I closed with a favorite

line from The Zohar. "The Torah stories are the garments of God's wisdom. This

is why David prays: 'Open my eyes that I may see wondrous things out of Your
Torah,"' namely, that which is beneath the Torah's garments."

We watched the sun set. We sang the folk tune which encourages Elijah to
hasten to us with the news that the Messiah is on his way. As we sang I hoped some

of the singers were sensing the mystery of a hupaful'uurld, if not of God.
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Chapter 12

IS MAN THE MESSIAH?

A lazy Sunday morning is a time when conversation turns naturally towards
the philosophical, Today was Sunday. Someone suggested that since religions exist
to satisfy specific human needs, we would do well to examine human nature. l

= We're mortal. Three score years and ten about does it for most of us.

= That doesn't say much.

- Death explains religion. We don't want to die, so we invent myths and rites
that give us the illusion that the grave is not the end and that another life
awaits us beyond the pearly gate.

Death puzzles and disturbs everyone, but it's not our only profound anxiety
and perhaps not the most disturbing; we worry about relationships, feelings and,
most of all, the purpose of it all, are our efforts really worth the effort. Re-
ligions exist to help us overcome paralyzing doubt and to give us some confidence

in all these areas.

- Explain to me something. We're all made the same way and have the same
needs. Why, then, are there different religions, each offering different ex-
planations and confirming different values?

Consciousness always bears the }nprint of culture. From birth a child is
conditioned by his environment whose values come to seem natural to him and any
religion which speaks to him must speak in terms he understands and reflect his
special condition., Human nature also always bears the inpress of culture which
is why philosophers answer the guestion, what is man, in terms of thni§ cultural
biases.

= We're apes.

We're human apes.

= You're saying the same thing.

Not so. To speak of us as apes is to emphasize our animal ancestry and make-

up. If we're apes we're creatures ruled by instinct and it follows that strict
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rules and strong restraints are necessary to check our predatory instincts. To
| speak of us as human apes is to suggest that our instincts are controllable by
| will and wisdom, our humanity. Those who like this view generally argue that
creating a loving and caring environment which will allow our human potential to
grow and assert itself must be the key political effort. Given a decent chance,

people will be decent. What's needed are imaginative programs of social reform.

- Who's right?

If the world's wise men were polled I'm afraid we would discover that most

of them would vote for the less flattering proposition. Our world has rarely

known peace and has learned that generosity of spirit is usually an erratic
' impulse, so those who loogk at the world without flinching tend to see us as un-
dependable creatures who need to be kept in line.
- Mot hard to see why. We've been fighting and killing each other ever since
| Cain murdered Abel.
In power liberators become oppressors and revolutionaries become tyrants.

The early Christians applaud Jesus' pacifism by going on bloody crusades, and

Ghandi's followers now honor his belief in non-resistance by establishing an
atomic arsenal. Again and again human beings prove themselves short-sighted,
cowardly, cleose-minded, ?Fﬂlﬂf, prejudiced or worse. History certainly makes
melancholy reading.
- You !puﬂg like the little man in Steig's cartoon, crouched in a box, saying
to himself: “"People are no damn good." Actually, I know a lot of fine people.
I like DN .
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+ native decency. What used to be called original sin, the all-too-evident perver- |
sities of human nature, are not genetic endowment but the unhappy result of broken

i homes, poverty and racism. If everyone had encugh thnr; would be no reason to

steal, If everyone was loved, no one would build a hard shell around his soul.

A fraternity brother was caught stealing. He came from a rich family and

had plenty of money. He told us he stole because it was a thrill. He needed to

live dangerously.

= He's an exception., Most thieves steal out of need

= Or to sustain a drug habit.

- That's a need.

When Adam and Eve were in Paradise they had everything they could possibly
need, but they found a way to spoil things. It's a mistake to explain away all
anti-social behavior. Quirks, perversities and ambition, are only a few of the
' motives which determine behavior in ways which have little to do with juﬂticn

and economics.
- How does Judaism describe our nature?
I Some of our texts describe us as little lower than the angels, and others
emphasize that we are not angels, "There is no one on earth so righteous that he

sins not." A favorite rabbinic construct describes human nature as embracing polar

energies, oOne generous mdm. the other competitive and demanding, both in-

nate and ’hhmmi-i can become a human being but can never put
aside his animal natuz m%n being can always improve himself but never |
| shed his ¥ emotional makeup. That's why in the past most of our
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- Steig's wrong when he says that people are no damn good, but the romantics
are equally wrong when they say people are basically good, that we're born inno-

cent, energetic but malleable, and that the cruelty people exhibit is the result -

of the pressures of a misshapen society. We're not apes and we're nor angels.
We're humans. The gquestion is not are we by nature good or bad, we're full of

contradiction, but how much do we do with our endowment. There are no born saints.
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a great deal of good in people which is lost forever because we don't notice it.
|

We all have moments of anger. At times we act on impulse. There are unconscious as

well as conscious motives in all we do. The test is to live gracefully and use-

fully, and to make the best of the potential which is ours. Character is an
achievement, hard-earned and hard to sustain, not a natural endowment.

Exactly. The very name by which we call ourselves expresses what you've been
saying. Jacob was first called Israel after he wrestled the long night with an
angel, with his fears, and was not thrown. Israel means "he who struggled with
powers divine." The myth, incidentally, does not indicate that Jacob won that
struggle, only that he was not defeated. We can't fully transcend our instincts,

a truth the Bible drives home by portraying the faults and failings of our founding
‘ fathers as well as their accomplishments. HNoah has m-ﬁy virtues, that's why he
' is saved, but he's given to drink. Abraham gives in to Sarah's demand that Hagar

be driven away. Jacob to gain Esau's birthright. The patriarchs were

flawed, but tﬁ!!Ejiiﬁ-hﬁi*ﬁﬂl strength to do many fine things - like any of us.
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= If we're by nature creatures full of contradictory drives we'll never re-
solve our problems.

Utopia is, as the name implies, U-topus, no place.

- You mean we're consigned to frustration?

- But not necessarily to violence and war. The world was not created as
paradise. There will always be challenge. That doesn't worry me as much as our |
impatience does. Most of us want solutions and the more our reforms fail to ac-
complish what they seem to promise, the more radical become our demands and the
more willing we become to attempt final solutions. Frustrated idealism leads many
into terrorism or tyranny as we make desperate efforts to impose a new order on |
the old.

- You're talking about the Gulag State.

And the Cultural Revolution and the Red Brigade and every ideclogy which
has ceased to worry whether its means and materials are moral. 1'm suggesting
why Judaism has so often praised that rarely practiced virtue, humility. Humility
is the ability to say, "I could be wrong.' When we say omniscience belongs only
to God, we're also saying that every ideology and every religion contains at best
a partial appreciation of truth and so cannot justify immoral means to achieve
its goals.

You say there will always be problems. What about the promise of a time when
"the lion and the lamb shall lie down together and a little child shall lead
them." That's in the Bible.

It's in the book of Isaiah in-a portion where the prcﬁhet describes a period
called "the End of Days", a technical term in Biblical Hebrew for an era after the
human condition, as we know it, has ceased, when God will create another world and
pecple it with a breed of humans whose nature will differ from ﬂur;; they will
possess "a new heart and a new spirit®, and presumedly no libido.

- That's a wild idea. Life here will come to an end some day when the sun

explodes; but I ctan't imagine God repopulating this world with angels.
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The ancients believed that there had been worlds before this one and there
would be a series of worlds after it. At some time in the future our world would
end in a Day of Judgment and then God would repopulate the earth with a new and
batter breed.

= It will never happen. E

Agreed, but then our ancestors felt the constraints of human nature more in-
tensely than we do. Our technical achievements have given us a feeling they
never had, that we can change our world for the better.

- I'm an optimist. I believe the world's on the brink of a major break-
through. It's not only industry and technology. For the first time we're beginning

to understand the mind. We're going to be able to treat and, I hope, eliminate

anti-social behavior.
= That's brainwashing.

= We already treat some depressions successfully with drugs.

I1've always looked on messiah talk as hoping against hope. It seems to me
that we don't need the messiah anymore because we have good reason to be
sanguine about the future. Because of our machines, man's no longer a two-legged
pack animal. Medicine reduced the dangers of birth and infancy and of early
death. The standard of living of hundreds of millions of people has been radi-
cally improved. We don't have to wait for a messiah to create the good life for
us, we can do it ourselves,

- Things don't provide happiness,

- Don't kid yourself. Prosperity helps. There's no joy in poverty.

You're right about the messiah. As industry, medicine, and prosperity
changed the conditions under which people lived, the children of those who worked
in the mines and sweat shops went to college and began to live infinitely more
expansive lives. They looked on life differently than their parents. They be--

lieved 1in changel! They were -their own!' probfthdt human -nature can be changed

for the better. Professor Higgins's determination to transform Liza Doolittle
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from street girl into a lady is the perfect symbol of man's new confidence in
himself.

- They must have seeen the price of progress. Didn't they read Dickens?

London slums and company towns in the coal fields of West Virginia were the
places they had left and which their children would never see. Hard work was the
key. Readers doted on Horatio Alger success stories and it became an article
of faith that the prosperous had earned their privilege and that the drunken
cruelties of slum life were the result of poverty and ignorance and would give
way as the many took advantage of their opportunity.

bz Were they really that naive?

They proved their own beliefs. They had worked hard and lock at the changes
for the better it had made in them,

But we're talking about reobber barons and bankers who thought nothing of
foreclosing on farmers who had suffered a bad crop.

We're not given to looking critically at ourselves. In any case, the new
confidence based on material and mechanical success was not limited to the wealth,
It influenced many who had a sensitive social conscience. The nineteenth century
was the age of the social visionary - Owen, Sain Simon, Fourier, Tolstoy, Kropo-
thin, men who were convinced that the perversions of human behavior which they
saw all about them would be eliminated as prosperity and planning made possible
a non-coercive and just social order. Almost all of these visions were fueled
by the naive feeling that the human was by nature good and that anti-social behavior
was the result of the diseases of poverty, ignorance and the unjust distribution
of the world's goods. Once society was properly reformed, our il'll-'l.ltl ﬁ_m_:m::.r

would sgain be expressed. Much of the scandal that Freud created with his re-

search into the dark corners of the mind suggested that it would not ba so easy,

if it was at all possible, to effect this plan for the betterment of the human
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- A baby is an innocent.

Freud's studies into infant sexuality and aggression suggested that innocence
is not a term which is appropriate to a baby's emotional system. We are not born
innocent. We are born with animal instincts and with the capacity to sublimate
these instincts into useful activity.

- Slums and poverty do twist the spirit.

True, but that doesn't prove that even an ideal society can guarantee that
every child will grow up to be a loving, sensitive and cooperative adult.

= The problem with these visionary plans lay in the fact that they paid too
little attention to education. If you put people who have never learned to live
in a city, illiterates, into decent housing they're still not able to manage the
city's pressures, and they may not be able to maintain their homes or their lives.
Education is the key. Knowledge gives us control over our lives, MNo one can
manage in our complex society without being able to read, write and keep a bud-
get - and education takes time.

An educated person is an educated person, not necessarily a good person.
Three of four death sguads, Einsatzgruppen, sent out by Himmler to eliminate the
Jews of Eastern Europe were commanded by men who had earned graduate degrees in
German's deservedly famous universities. If those with college degrees no longer
get drunk on Saturday night in the local bar it's because they get drunk in some-
what more elegant surroundings.

= I remain convinced that when we provide an open, sympathetic and reasonable
environment, children will grow up without developing the hard shell, the defenses,
which shut others out and shrivel the soul. Education can teach us how to or-
ganize more humane and more flexible institutions and these, in turn, will incu-

bate gentler and kinder people. The kibbutzim are in many ways my model.

The kibbutz is now the world's longest-lived voluntary communitarian ex-
periment and studies of its children indicate that while the shares of prosperity
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and activity, the sense of trust and community which the kibbutz at its best pro-
vide does lessen the child's need to develop competitive skills, it does not
eliminate the innate contradictions or complexities of his emotional nature. The
kibbutz child can be as temperamental or malicious as his counterpart elsewhere.
He has the same needs for a compelling vision and can be as attracted to the
more bizarre cults as other youngsters. A rough childhood can harden the shell
and a loving home often makes it easier for us to express our feelings, but how-
ever we're raised we are, and never cease to be, human beings. As a student wrote
me on 4 Confirmation examination where I had asked for an explanation of each of
the Ten Commandments, "Honor your father and your mother - this means that you
should respect your parents because they raise you to th; best of your ability."
= You seem to be saying there's nothing for us to do but sit back and watch
each generation repeat the mistakes of every other generation. Where's our hope?
To say that we can't shed our instincts, that the contradiction of human
nature will never bée fully resolved, and that our lives will always be full of
problems, is not the same as saying that we can't improve in what we ahve or who
we are. Prosperity and political reforms have remarkably raised the nation's
standard of living. Literacy and opportunity are on the rise in most parts of
the world. We have limitations, but also strengths. After each of the first days
of creation, the text in Genesis adds: "God saw what He had done and it was

good.* When Adam is created, the text elaborates this happy judgment, “God saw

what He had done and it was iitf good.” Commentators took this to mean that
everything in hﬂ%’ﬁmﬁiﬁm the various animal species, are and remain what |
, while man - Adam stands for all of us - is left unfinished.
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with which we organize our lives.

- But you don't see any end to our problems.

It'e ?nlf natural to want our problems to end. That's why children have al-
ways believed in fairy gueens and adults in messiahs. But I'm afraid there's no
such magic and I don't find it uncomfortable to think of life as an unremitting
challenge. Happiness to mé includes the joy of measuring up well to demanding

and important tasks, the simcha shel mitzvah. 1It's quite an honor to be “a partn;r

r
with God in the work of creation,” part of the process we call civilization.

- But not enough. Work's a necessity, not a virtue.

During a complicated operation every talent of a surgeon, every part of his
being, is alive, and so is every talent of an artist during a concert.

- I'm talking about feeling - love, creativity, delicious experiences -
Thoreau at Walden Pond - satisfactions which have nothing to do with work.

- History is a record of human absurdities. Tomorrow the bomb may fall. I
don't think the world has too much longer to go. I can't get cut of my mind the
sub-title Winston Churchill chose for the last volume of his memoirs: "How the

great democracies triumphed and so were able to resume the follies which had so
nearly cost them their life.™

What's your point?
You're offering me weak tea when I need a stiff drink. You've been saying

religion's virtue is that it offers a vision, hope. Fine, where is it? I need to

dream and you're ;ggiﬁ§ all I can really expect is to be able to cope. You're

-

advocating a commendable steadiness but it's too chastened an attitude for me.

I want something more than to be told square my chin, roll up my sleeves, get to

work but not to expect that I'll get to the Promised Land.
i B ' g J TH
_You've -hmin -uf meaning. I'm not a stoic ﬂilm The stoic doctrine
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of Artaraxis, unfeeling resignation, was a Greek, not a Jewish, prescription.

|
When the Greeks were saying, don't care too much, the rabbis were emphasizing |

that there's joy in doing our duty, "nothing better than that man should rejoice !‘
in his works."™ On Rosh Hashanah we ask God for "a yvear of happiness,"™ a shanah '

tova. The Zohar insists "in God's service there is no room for sadness."

’i
- Most work's a bore. |
Mine's not, at least most of the time, although every task has routines. .
- Pecple work because they have to, not because they want to.
Rabbinic culture tries to heighten our appreciation of often taken-for-
granted pleasures and experiences. There was a blessing for each meal, each
meeting, each day, each drink, on seeing a beautiful view or a beautiful woman.
No satisfaction was to be taken for granted. Happy occasions were not to be
piled on top of each other and gulped down, but separated so that each could be
separately savored. The Hasidim insisted that it is a mitzvah to banish sadness,
"for a heavy spirit causes a narrowing of the spirit," which in turn makes it
difficult to love God.
- ¥You can't order away depression.
Happiness is5 an art and, like all arts, success is never guaranteed and re-
quires practice and judgment. Happiness begins when we accept that life, though
it does not have conclusions, does have satisfying moments and fulfilling exper-
iences, and that these are, after all, enough - at least that's the traditional
Jewish view. Happiness is a mood, an openness to certain feelings which we de-
velop when we accept life - God's gift to us - for what it is, a short but po-
tentially exciting passage between the dependency of infancy and the dependency

of age. The deepest joys are not the unexpected happenings which dissipate as

guickly as they come but the day-to-day knowledge that we're where we ought to

be, doing what we ought to be doing for and with those we care about.
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to believe in some implacable destiny but in the possibilities of human life and
my life, "cheoose life".

= You've been talking of a world which is always full of problems. What about
the messiah? Has he really gone the way of so many once churched ideas?

It seems to mé that the idea of a supernatural messiah has run its course,
I'm convinced that if we don't handle our problems no one else will,

- Not even God?

God will strengthen our hands, encourage us, remind us that it's possible to
avoid a nuclear war, but He won't do it for us. S. Y. Agnon, Israel's premier
folklorist, tells a wonderful story about a farmer who herded goats and who be-
came fascinated by an old buck who took to wandering off, sometimes for days, and
always returned sporting a wonderfully glossy coat and looking well fed. Puzzled,
the farmer told his son to trail the animal. The boy followed the goat across
the valley, up a mountain slope, deep into a cave, and through a narrow slit in
the cave's back wall. He found himself in Paradise. As you'd expect, he found
everything idyllic and he looked around while the goat grazed contentedly. There
was only one thing to do. He would return home and bring back his father. why
farm when Paradise is within a day's walk? But when he tried to slide back through
the slit in the rock he could not make it so he wrote his father a note which he
tied to the goat's horn. In it he told his father to follow the goat as he had
done and he'd be led into Paradise. When the farmer saw the buck return without
the boy anger and fear seized him, he cursed the goat as a devil and killed it
with a single blow. Only thlnmmtﬁlth note tied to its horn.

- Can we manage? = w3

In modern times a
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- What's knowledge got to do with it?
We have to know when enough is enough, when it's time to work and time to

rest, when we should follow one road and not another.

= My brother couldl use some happiness lessons. He lost his kids in a
messy divorce. After working for years for a company he was told one Friday that L
the company had been sold and he was out of a job. Now he's drawn a wall arcund |
himself. |

He deserves our sympathy, but he must sense that it's wrong to run up the

white flag before we have to. We all get our knocks and if Judaism has any sermon

i

which it preaches over and over to us it's "choose life", don't turn our back
on life. Don't be afraid to open yourself up.

- How many times can you take a beating?

I don't know, but I know we have to keep trying., I can't imagine anything
worse than saying Kaddish for yourself when you're still alive.

- What would you advise my brother?

1'd give him as a mantra from the Zohar, "There's no day without its night
and no night without its day." Stay open. Situations change. I'd talk to him
of the joy of being alive in God's world and try to put him in the way of some
pleasurable experiences.

- Everything we do ends up as so much dust.

But you can't take away from the feelings 1've shared or the fulfillment and ‘
elation I've known from time to time. I call myself a "Despairing Optimist"™,

a phrase I borrowed from Rene Dubose who used it to title a regular column in

The American Scholar. I simply cannot, will not, sit back and say: 'I'm not ‘

going to be a good husband, father, or citizen because there's a good chance
whatever I do will be iiii]_;ld out.' I believe that to stay human I need to keep on

' working for a better world despite the possibility that I may be building on
uicksand - despite the suspicion that someone may push the red button which would




245

= I believe in progress. We're no longer cave men. We've increased the food
supply and the life span. There's nothing we won't some day be able to do. Look
at all our computers, robots and miracle drugs. There'll scon be a cure for cancer
and a way to control the aging process.

But no cure for all the conflicting moods of our nature. We can increase the
yield of grain per acre, develop new sources of power, limit the disabilities of
age = but we can't turn ourselves into angels.

- We can certainly do better for the hundreds of millions who are still
caught in the grip of ignorance and poverty.

We must try, but even as we do, remember that every problem we resolve only
throws up new problems. The only final solution is the grave. Progress comes
at a cost. Change coal for oil and you may melt the ice cap. Use nuclear fuel
instead of 01l and coal and you risk radiocactive contamination. Continueé tO use
oil and the world will run out of energy. Every accomplishment raises new prob-
lems and reguires certain tradeoffs. The higher a country's standard of living,
the higher the expectation of the community. The eye is never satisfied with see-

ing, that's why there will never be a Messianic Age. There's no top, only the

climb,
- Give me some hope. |
Join the trek.
- What will that do for me?
You'll be part of a great adventure and even if you only make it to a base
camp, you'll have had an exciting and rewarding experience.
- You're not offering me as much as your competition.

Which competition?

= Marx and Mao promise me that history is governed by iron laws which guar-

antee that a liberated mankind will reach the top. The dictatorship of the pro-

letariat is inevitable, They guarantee a vision - a just and peaceful world, or-




2486
ganized by straight-backed, clear-thinking, clear-minded worker citizens who will

live cpenly and cooperatively as class-bound institutiuns wither away.

1" think George Bernard Shaw came closer to the truth: revolutions never
lighten the burden of tyranny, they merely shift it from one shoulder to another.

= Rabbi, what do you really offer?

The messianic journey. It is possible to live with meaning and joy in a
world withoot conclusion. Living itself is a joy, éarticulurly if you commit your-
self to high ideals and grand values. I'm happy in the work I do when that work

is worth doing; in love and in friendship when those I love are open to me;
%

when I give myself over to experiences which

Whenever we face challenges worthy of us; do
involve ourselves with some undertaking that
selves to those who need us; align ocurselves

we are on the messianic journey, moving like

touch my soul and satisfy my spirit.

something for another selflessly;
is not self-serving; give of our-
with a vseful cavse - at that moment

our fathers toward a Promised Land.

And there are delicious moments along the way. I've known them and I trust you
have, too.

- Sometime ago I sat next to a man on a plane who had worked for fifteen years
on a research project he'd never been able to complete. I don't know why he un-
burdened to me. I was a total stranger, but I won't forget his calm. There was
no self-pity. “There are bad moments, but not as much as I thought there would
be. I'm satisfied that every lead I pursued will save someone else from turning
into that dead end. I won't win a Nobel Prize, but I've helped, and most mornings
I enjoyed going to the laboratory. There g!;ij;uihiulnt-ln what I was doing.

-

He's By kind of im
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life is devoted to the service of the hive. Human beings need to be both careful

and carefree,
- And caring.
The bell's rung and I send them into lunch with the gquote: "Eat your bread

with joy, drink your wine with a merry heart." Audible groans accompanied our

— e e

breaking up. L
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Chapter 13
THE PROMISE OF LAND

The Sunday paper had carried a detailed account on yet another General As-

sembly debate over the West Bank which, as always, was less a debate on the
merits of the issues than an orchestrated anti-Israel diatribe. We talked about
Israel and the United Nations and then the conversation shifted to the broader
guestion of what the Jewish State means to Jews and why many Christians have
trouble understanding our feelings.

- They feel at home wherever they are. Their religion never talks about
going back home.

- It's also their holy land. Their history began there, too.

Actually, it didn't. Christian history, and ours, began in Syria, Paul's

home and Abraham's.

- You're gquibbling.

I'm making the point that we don't feel as we do about Israel because it's
the location of ancient ruins where King David or Jeremiah once lived. For us
Israel is not simply the Bible land where it all began but the national home
of our people, the Promised Land which God selected for us as a homeland, God
commanded Abraham to go to the land "that I will show you." God ordered Moses to
lead the tribes back to the land He had promised Abraham. Centuries later, Deutero-
Isaiah brought an oracle promising the exiles in Babylon that God would return
them to Jerusalem. Israel remains in our myths the Promised homeland. It's here
that the messianic drama will be played out.

- You said you didn't believe in a messiah.

I don't, but a major part of our people's redemptive hopes focus on the

Promised Land. The messiah will appear in Jerusalem. Here is where resurrection

will take place. Ever since the destruction of The Temple by the Romans Jews

have Iﬁﬁ!ﬁi-ﬂ the idea that they lived in galut, exile, a condition of alienation
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which would be ended when God brought them back to Zion. For centuries Jews be-
lieved a messiah would accomplish their return. In recent times the Zionists de- |
cided Jews could go out on their own and set out "to be a free people in our own
land", as their new hymn Hatikvah put it.

- And the Christian hope?

Christianity began as a promise of salvation in the afterlife offered to
people of many nations. Christianity relates alienation not to the loss of national
sovereignty but to original sin. It teaches that redemption consists in accepting
a Christ, a SBaviour, who died to cancel out that sin. Those who accept the Saviour
will know God's favor and spend eternity in Heaven. Classic Christianity em-
phasizes a spiritual redemption whose benefit is fully realized in Heaven; while

rabbinic Judaism contains many similar elements but also emphasizes a down-on-

earth redemption whose centerpiece is the Jewish people secure and at peace in
Zion.

- What about Jesus' Second Coming? 1sn't that a time much like our Messianic

Age, a time when peace, prosperity and justice will envelop the world?

Yes, but except in the very early yvears the Second Coming was a secondary
theme. The emphasis was on the sacraments which provide the keys to the kingdom.
The Christian hope focused rather more on the heavenly Jerusalem which Jews prayed
"next year in (the real) Jerusalem.™

= Christians care as much as we do about the problems of the world and work
as hard as we do to improve them. 1I've a minister friend who's guite a political
activist and his church is always busy organizing to pass welfare levies or for

a peace march.

Christianity has changed over the centuries just as Judaism has. The early

Christians were millenarians who believed that the world was coming to an end.

Eiﬂuﬁ_iﬂﬁﬁiﬁﬁi Day was near at hand, there was no point in struggling for social

T ), ’
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and political reform. When the world didn't end, Christian teachers changed direc-
tions a bit and talked more about the redmptive value of faith in a Saviour.
The promise was to the individual. One gained Heaven through faith, by remaining
constant despite life's trials. Many Christian thinkers separated Caesar's con- |
cerns, practical polities, from theirs, the care of man's immortal soul. H;dinvll
Christianity did not encourage the idea that human beings could create a just
and stable society on earth. People were told to endure, to have faith, rather
than to commit themselves to social or political reform. They would be repaid
for their pains in Heaven.

- What about my minister friend and what he calls the Christian social
gospel?

He's a new breed. As Western man became more conscious of his power and achieve-
ment, he lost the sense of impotence which had for so long dominated his soul
and began to feel that he could do something about the dismal economic and po-
litical conditions under which he lived. Churchmen, too, sensed the new spirit and
increasing numbers began to formulate a new Christian synthesis which gave im-
portance to our role as a partner with God in creating a decent life for all.

- You said that Christianity's efforts didn't focus on place. What about
Jonathan Edwards' city on a hill or Calvin's Geneva?

Edwards tried to create a model community and Calvin a righteous community
in New England. The places they chose had no previous emotional connection with
Christianity. They might have chosen anywhere. For Jews Zion described a specific
place, Palestine. mmimm the British government offered the Zion-

r

land. They refused the offer. Uganda was not Zion

Rl . N




e e ————

251

Our attitude toward the Wall makes my point that the hope of redemption
rather than historical association determines our attitudes toward Israel. As a
wall this pile of stone has little particular beauty nor is it associated with any
great Biblical personage. It was originally a buttressing wall raised to permit
an enlargement of the plaza on which The Temple was built. We owe a significant
part of this particular section to a rather despicable, petty tyrant and Roman
Fuppet, Herod, who suffered from a Napoleonic edifice complex. But the Wall
draws Jews because it is all that remains of The Temple compound and The Temple's
past and its association with redemption are powerful myths which continue to
hold vus in their thrall. A few hundred paces south and east of the Wall, in the
Valley of Kidron, lie the ruins of the actual walls of David's city. If historical
associations were the key to our Zionism, everyone would visit David's city, but
hardly anyone does. David's city, despite David's importance, remains an unvisited
ruin. The Wall, despite Herod's bad repute, draws us because it allows us to feel
part of Israel's continuing and mysterious relationship with God.

= That explains a conversation I had with the old man, a piocus Jew, who was
active in all the Zionist groups in town. In 1968, after Jerusalem was reunited,

I tried to get him to go and visit the Old City. He said he was now too old to

travel that far. Was he di;nppnintud? A bit, but he'd get there, if not in this

life then in the next. He talked to me of the lessons he had learned in heder
where the rebbe had taught him that the resurrection of the dead would take place

on Ht‘l Hm‘ -4 , =
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nation-state place, Zion. They secularized the old myths but did not deny them.
They even used the old rabbinic term, aliyah, going up, Jerusalem is on top of
the Judean hills, to describe the decision to immigrate and settle.

- You've been saying that history never stops, that utopia is no place. The
idea of a Promised Land seems to me a static theme. It suggests to me that
here's the place where we're meant to be and all will be well. The Promised Land
sounds suspicicusly like the boy and his goat you told us about yesterday.

Qur myths did not promise ease in Zion. Entrance into the Promised Land under
Joshua marked the beginning of centuries of hard work as the Israelites attempted
to conquer the land, protect it from enemies, secure its fertility, and establish
prospercous communities. The land was a hard and unyielding place, not a fairy
land; cultivable but not magically fertile; home, but not necessarily habitable.
Nineteen forty-eight represents a beginning, not a conclusion.

= What about all the milk and honey the Bible talks about?

Understandable hyperbole. The thick forests and cultivable fields of Canaan
must have looked like heaven to people who had spent their lives in the dry and
rocky wilderness.

Didn't God promise Abraham that this land would belong forever to his des-
cendants?

So He did, but He didn't promise them the right of permanent settlement.
They had to be worthy of the land. The national home was private property, God's.
Boundary stones were to be raised and respected, but they established only a
conditional title. Rent was paid to God in the form of tithes which were used
for welfare purposes and the upkeep of the sanctuary. Torah lists God's careful
and detailed instructions to Israel about the obligations of tenancy. The land was

to lie fallow each seventh year. Trees were not to be cut down for battering

rams or scaling ladders. Every city was to have a system of courts and provide
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support for the poor. Citizens were to conduct themselves properly at all times.
These terms were written into the lease, the covenant, and failure to live up to
them could lead to temporary eviction. According to ocur understanding of history,

God exercised this clause twice: in 586 B.C.E. when Jerusalem was destroyed by

= God's a more forgiving landlord than I would be. If I had a bad tenant

1'd evict him and find another.

Then let's be thankful you're not God. God did not strip His people of the
right of tenancy, though he threw them out until they were ready to take proper

care of the property. Teshuvah, the Hebrew word for repentance, comes from a

verb, shuv, which implies both contrition, a change of heart, and the physical act
of returning to one's place. Among the exiles, after The Temples were destroyed,
it was an article of faith that the nation's spiritual renewal would eventually
lead to the longed-for homecoming. MNineteen forty-eight was important because
it proved that the long-held faith had not been misplaced.

Nineteen forty-eight had nothing to do with faith. Israel exists because of
international politics, a U.N. vote, and the courage of the Haganah.

That's the realistic view. Our prophets, however, insisted that a nation's
destiny depends on the guality of the community's obedience to covenant terms
rather than on military or political power.

- Monsense. Virtue never stopped a tank.

“E ﬂtﬂiﬁ Rome had lost its elan long before the barbarian
_ M

tribes breached her frontiers. :

L
- - T - o
J il = F il § b
ok S T | e =
| . e \I'Il i T ok T
== 4 e =
0
_— [

; windows in our m&mry carry Biblical phrases. One
een saying: “Not by power nor by might, but by My spirit.”
omes. Tanks and F-16's aren't

because we
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didn't have our heart in it; but the "not by power" sentence is categorical and

power does corrupt. Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland remain Soviet colonies.
The phrase was spoken by the prophet Zechariah as part of a warning to the

first returnees from the Babylonian Exile that they must be patient with limited
rights in Jerusalem and not attempt to assert by force their independence from
Persian authority. It said: if you try, you'll be beaten, so 'be patient, have
faith."'

- Dut of context it says something quite different.

Many find comfort in this bold thought. Given the lethal technology we
possess, many are frightened, and with good reason, of the national power policies.
War is no longer, if it ever really was, an acceptable extension of politics
and Zechariah's phrase voices their frustrations and their hope that some radically
néw approach will be attempted.

- 1f the State of Israel followed Zechariah's advice there would be no
state.

The other side of the coin is that having become, out of necessitf. a mili-
tary power Israel finds itself trapped in all the moral contradictions that power
entails. Weapons defend and, as we saw in Lebanon, weapons kill. One of the
problems the existence of Israel presents to many sensitive and liberal Jews
is that government policies cannot escape the corruptions and contradictions of
power. When is a raid or an nuclear reactor justified? What freedom

can be given to trust Bank Arabs, many of whom may be security risks? It's no

longer so easy for us to be hot angels and our myth of Zion as a special nation
has been scarred by the inevitable compromising with moral principle that the
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- Israel should do what it can to advance justice and peace, but there must
be reciprocity. Israel can't do it alone.

= I wish Israel wouldn't retaliate as she often does.

The holy war the Arab world proclaimed in 1948 hasn't been abandoned. Israel
has been since then under the egquivalent of permanent seige. At some point you
have to use force to defend yourself.

- Violence always leads to more violence.

Passivity encourages the blood lust.

= What about Ghandi?

The British were already questioning the value of India to them and they
had a history of fair play. Arab opposition has been adamant. It's based on
theology - lands which are once Muslim-controlled must remain under that control -
and on precedent - the Crusaders were finally driven out of the Middle East.

-~ Sometimes we talk and act as if the whole world's against us.

During World War II the Allies refused to bomb the rail lines into Auschwitz
though our planes flew regular missions overhead; England kept Palestineé’'s doors
shut to refugees, and our own country organized sham refugee conferences. It
takes an act of faith to feel that it would be any different another time around.
The last decade has seen most Western European n;tiﬂns welcome officials of the
PLO and promote peace plans which involved Israel's giving and the Arabs' taking.

- I know that if we don't stand up for our rights no one else will, but I
hate bloodshed. War never settles anything. I like the prayer which says: "en-
able Israel to be a messenger of peace unto the peoples of the earth.".

- Israel has been involved in five wars. How many do there have to be?

I don't know. The problem si that the other side thinks it is fighting a
holy war. .

- Will it ever end?

- France and Germany fought three times in less than a century and now,
thirty years later, they're allies in the Common Market.
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= I'm not a pacifist. 1I've been proud of the courage and skill of the I.D.F.
I responded to the raid on Entebee and to the surgical destruction of Iraq's
nuclear generation. The first saved lives, the second will save lives; but Masada
troubles me; defense is one thing, a cult of military daring ancther.

= 1 climbed Masada. It was a broiling summer day and no cone else was there.
1've never been so alone and in the middle of such palpable silence. On the top
1 thought of all the centuries Israel has been alcne in just this way. It may
be a bit sad, but it's not surprising that a beleaguered community should be
showing some signs of seige mentality.

= They ocught to get over it. The world has changed.

1 agree, but not because the world has changed, it hasn't, but because the
sense of being beleaguered deadens the spirit. Our command from God is vo "choose
life", not to build a shell around our spirits out of fear that every hand is
raised against us,

= It sometimes seems that way. Look at those lopsided votes in the United
Mations. Zionism is the only liberation movement which has been officially condemned.

1f choosing life were easy God wouldn't have had to make such a thing
about it. ‘

= Help me out. Jews care deeply about Tsrael but some call themselves
Zionists and others dun;t. I can't get a handle on the distinctions which are
being suggested.

- Zionists believe that it's each Jew's duty to settle in Israel.

1 call myself a Zionist, but I don't intend to settle in Israel. JI lock on
aliyah as lmﬁwm&n ﬂpﬂm As a Zionist I believe that Israel
needs the ¢ ' mmlwmﬂ.m1t':m
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was a Jewish State.

= 1 don't believe in the nation state. People should be loyal to humanity,
not to governments. Zionism troubles me because it promotes nationalism.

Nationalism has been, and clearly still is, an important and apparently un=-
avoidable way station peoples pass through as they move from cultural isolation
and tribal and caste relationships into some more international form of political
life.

- Hationalism breeds suspicion and war.

The ties of common language, history and culture are essential to our iden-
tity. We need roots and a state provides these. We need to share our feelings
and hopes with those whose culture is our own, and the nation-state provides the
means. Jingoism is one side of nationalism, but community is the other.

- Since Vietnam I don't trust any government, including my own. Governments
are run by governors who, to a large degree, only serve themselves.

You may not like nations, but all political plans are doomed which do not
pay attention to national groupings. Americans were slow to learn this lesson
because of the wide open spaces and prosperity. We thought all the immigrants
would forget their origin and America would be a melting pot, but, as we've seen,
ethnicity hasn't disappeared. Pecples don't give up their histories.

You described Zionism as a program of national renewal. I can't see that
people change just by being in a state of their'own.

But they do. Being outcasts and pariahs for so long had done some ugly
things to the Jewish spirit. The ghetto was a slum. Suffering was endemic, so
much so that many had come to accept it. Many Jews were idle, never having
been Wmﬁm. and too shrewd by far, having had to use their wits
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= Then define Zionism.

Zionism is a liberation movement organized by Jews who believe that the re-
newal of Jewish life, their lives, requires the renewal of the Promised Land as
a national home for the Jewish people. Jews in the diaspora have led a marginal
existence and Zionists believe that we can develop our cultural heritage naturally
and find a place of our own.

= It's hard to see why anyone would oppose this idea, but many did. Why?

There were traditionalists who were convinced that state building was proper-
ly the messiah's work, not ours, Some emancipated Jews were afraid that the ex-
istence of a Jewish state would give local anti-semites the excuse to say, 'go
home, we don't want you here.' Zionists didn't trust emancipation. They did not
deny that changes had taken place, but they doubted they would solve the Jewish
problem. When Napoleon conguered Europe he enforced throughout the continent
many of the ideas of the French Revolution, including the emancipation of Jews,
but as soon ag Napoleon was defeated the GCerman states locked their Jews up again.
Emancipated Jews could now do many things that they had not been allowed to do
before, but if the ghetto was gone all kinds of academic and employment gquotas
had risen in its place. In Europe,the Zionists were convinced, the Jew would
never escape anti-semitism.

- I once did a paper on Theodor Herzl. Herzl was in Paris at the time of the
Dreyfus Trial and as he watched this blatantly anti-semitic show trial and the
attendant mob hysteria, he suddenly realized that Europe's endemic racism was of
such virulence that Jews would never be secure. Parties on the Right accused
Jews of spreading the cosmopolitan and subversive ideas which undermined pat-
riotism. Leftist parties attacked Jewish clannishness which, they said, made
Jews unassimilable. Herzl didn't know the term, but he rncngni:nd+i Catch=22
situation when he saw it. If Jews assimilated and advanced politically and so-

cially, they incited envy. 1f they failed to Westernize and remained outsiders,

they were villified as aliens and subversives. The only solution in his mind
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= If the Torah trlditinn.pruuidﬂd sound ideas, structures and hopes why were
these intensely Jewish communities full of stunted and dispirited people? It
would appear that Judaism didn't do what you said it could and should do.

More was being asked of Torah than any religious culture can provide. Our
way of life prevented the total disintegration of personality and community under
the most appalling and unremitting pressures. One of the Zionists' rallying cries
was that the Jew had to be gotten out of Europe so Europe could be gotten out of
the Jew and Jews could begin to live naturally with the heritage.

- How would being in Israel effect these changes?

The Zionists counted on the cleansing power of a healthy and national culture:
Hebrew instead of Yiddish; work with the hoe and spade as well as the pen: new
heroes, the Maccabees and Biblical soldiers and farmers to complement the model of
a scholar bent over ocut-of-date books. Different thinkers had different pro-
grams - most of them versions of then popular philosophies of human renewal. A.

D. Gordon, taking his lead from Tolstoy, said to the Jew: "“The sweat of honest
labor will remove the corruption of the city. Labor is our cure. Go on the land.
Work with your hands. The sun and sweat will leach out of your bodies the poisons
of the ghetto." Socialists like Ben Zvi and Borochov spoke eloguently of the bene-
fits of true community and the healthy environment of a fully communal experience
like the kibbutz where labor and benefits are shared. Writers like Ahad Ha-Am
sounded like John Dewey when they spoke of a national cultural and academic

center whose nttg%i#t activities would unlock the spiritual energies of an his-

turiculiy nrlitii! people and make possible Judaism's free and distinctive develop-

ment in a ﬂnﬁimﬁ entirely I;E-"m
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meaning, work; work as worship. Borochov read Amos's attack on the perversities

of the wealthy and the evil of economic and social privilege as fundamental
Socialist thinking. Many of the utopian and reformist ideas which circulated

in Europe seemed to be natural extensionse of the social and economic justic themes
which occupied a significant place in Jewish thought.

= I thought that Israel was created so that the refugees from Hitler's Ger-

many would have a place to go.

Herzl died a half century before Hitler came to power.

= Why didn't Europe's Jew come here? Until 1924 America had mo immigration
quotas.

Many came until 1924 America passed strict immigration laws. Most of Europe's
Jews chose the promise of America over the hardship of Palestine. The Zionists
weént against the current because they feared that whersver the Jew went, unless

he went to his own country, he would ultimately face anti-semitism and be treated

as an outsider.

- Not true.

- Hot true here, at least for now; but certainly true in countries like
South Africa, Argentina and Mexico where many European Jews settled.

- Are you a Zionist?

1f you're asking whether I believe anti-semitism will become a major social
and political fact in American life, I don't know. It depends on many factors,
not the least of which is economic. When times get bad a society looks for scape-
goats. Will we be that scapegoat again? I don't know. In many ways the United
States is unigue. We escaped the unhappy medieval conditioning which poisoned
Europe. In Europe we were the only non-Christians. Here there are many minority
groups, many potential scapegoats. A few years ago the KKK found it had so many
enemies on its hit iiltufjt:hgg-tn-dqiiqt the Catholics.
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= So what do you mean when you call yourself a Zionist?

First that I believe Jews must not let their fate depend on anyone's good
will. Great Britain closed the doors to Palestine precisely when Eurcpe's Jews
most EEﬁﬁerataly needed a haven, and the United States organized refugee confer-
ences which were deaign&d to be without result. Second, that prejudice is not
necessarily a thing of the past and that the existence of a national home where
Jews can always come is a welcome element in the survival ag;nda of the world
Jewish community. The key positive &1ﬂmqnt in my Zionism is my conviction that
the existence of a Jewish state is an essential element in the renewal and continu-
ing EeTclupment of the Jewish sﬁirit- It seems to me essential in our changeful
times for Jewish life to express itself in all the forms of social and cultural
activity as well as rlliqina, and this kind of full-bodied development can take

place only where Jewish civilization is not limited to a few social agencies and
the synagogue,.

- Zionism also means the West Bank settlements, an occupying army, the bomb-
ing of Beirut and a massive defense budget.

Israel has been invaded four times, yet su£viv=n. Energy and rescurce have
had to be diverted to defense. Political mistakes have been made; yet, few other
nations have so transformed and improved their environment. Most Israelis came
as refugees, but in Israel there are no refugees, Israel's social services are
studied and serve as useful and successful models to many peoples. These achieve-
ments remain compelling and, given the circumstances, are really quite remarkable.

- You've not answered my guestion. .

The defense budget is a necessity. At times 1've felt Israel over-reacted,
but let the country that i-.uiﬂinut sin throw the first stone. If the Arab
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State would be culehrntinq today well over thirty years of independence,
= It's not only the bombing raids and settlements' it's religious coercion

of Jews by Jews. As a Reform rabbi you couldn't officiate at a marriage in

Jerusalem.

Israel isn't Zion, but I'm encouraged that many in Israel want it to be,
Israel is a vibrant democracy. Tens of thousands rally against certain ﬁ;ut Bank
policies. Th#ru'n a strong civil rights movement. HAn Tsraeli friend who is often
critical of government policies always quotes Martin Buber that "this land is not
merely the land of special favor, it 1; also the land of special work." That's the
challenge, isn't it?

= But they're so far from meeting it.

= What country isn't? Our own country last year sold more arms abroad than

all the rest of the world. Given the unremitting pressures of the last decades,

Israel's record isn't shamed at all.
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Chapter 14

WHAT SHOULD I DO?

It was a rainy Monday. The TV was on and a few of the group had been watch-
ing a soap opera. In the episocde a father returns home after a visit to his
daughter and describes to a friend her éctcrmin:dly unconventional life. We heard
him say, "either the whole world is crazy or T am."™

- When my father finishes reading the morning newspaper, he shakes his head
and says: "No one seems to know what's right anymore."

The phrase rang a bell. 1'd heard it a few weeks before in my office from
the lips of an anxious and obviously bewildered woman. Her son had been badgering
her because she contributed regularly to the United Way and other charities she
considered worthwhile. Private welfare programs, he claimed, were band-aids that
covered over festering social ills without curing them and so delayed the radical
political and economic surgery hmerica needed.

Her daughter's recent visit had proved difficult. She was living with another
graduate student. They had a genuine relationship, she had told her mother, but
they were not about to be married. Marriage would compromise the purity of their
love.

After twenty years of marriage her brother and sister-in-law had filed for
divorce. They remained the best of friends, her brother had told her, but needed
a fresh start, and since they weren't getting any younger, the sooner the better.

The night before she came to my office her husband had come home and told her
to pack their bags. They were going to take a long trip. He was sick to death of
the hassle with clients, government forms, and union negotiations. His partner
could take over the business. Whatever they could get out of it, so be it. He

wanted to see the country while he could still enjoy the trip. Maybe they would

end up living in California. She paused. She seemed whipped. "I just don't

know what's right anymore."
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- Her problem is ghnt she's old-fashioned. We've liberated ourselves from
all ideas about absolute standards. Times change. Values change. What matters
is that we feel right about what we do,

= And that nobody gets hurt.

Can there be community or family without shared goals and values? Recently
an elderly woman came to me with a bitter complaint about her daughter and son-
in-law. They wanted her to move into a nursing home. She felt betrayed and aban-
doned. She had been raised in an era when only the impoverished or unwanted were |
institutionalized. "Don't my children know the Ten Commandments: '"honor your

father and your mother'? How can they do this to me?" I asked her children to |

stop by. They did so one evening since both of them worked. They could not afford
a full-time housekeeper to look after a mother who couldn't drive and sometimes
forgot to turn off the stove. They had thoroughly investigated available locations
and had found a first-rate facility. "She will be well cared for. We'll be there
often. We have no other cheice." A day or two later I received an angry telephone
call from a granddaughter who lived out of town. "How could they put nanna in a
home? Institutions dehumanize. Nanna will become a chart. She's a wonderful
person, How could they do this to her?®

= Everybody's got a right to his opinion.

Agreed, but if we don't lh;tlﬁﬁ;liﬂ:gpiil and values what will hold cur re-

lationship together?

- 1nmu;

e Iql”n"m#.ll.ﬂ-'l-h 1
o

et :
o £ - Jjﬁ'ﬁ.u; :

- L
S e T :_.Il._- ':r' 'l::L' B ._I'E'u-
r { & | ol l_' J|_|

o' {7 e ?i-.- '.;___','i_.'j

e

-
-_'ﬂ'r.-‘.v:.';- 2

e




265
reasons and shared a community of interests. That's why there's a traditional
American civic religion.
- It didn't always work. Look at the Civil War.
= And the growth of single issue and ethnic politics.
My puint exactly. Countries fall apart when each group insists on its way.

I often worry that we're in a fuf&inq apart phase.

- Nothing is more important than freedom. I won't be regimented. ;

There's a world of difference between regimentation, forced obedience to ar-
bitrary standﬁrdz. and consensus, what the eighteenth century called a social
compact.,

- A few years ago my parents and I u;nt fifteen rounds on whether I should
stay in school and get my professional degree or drop out for awhile and live.
1 said I didn't want to spend my best years in school, My parents said that if I
dropped out 1'd get out of the study habit and never go back.

You haven't gone back, have you?

1 found I didn't want to be a lawyer. I want to write.

Andy?

- Nothing published, but I'm trying.

And your parents?

They still don't understand, but they help out with the rent. They've said
families must hold together.

= My family's o.k., but we're not tight. I'm closer with friends than

family.

= 1'11 feel lucky if I have a handful of real friends in my 11f;timH*
Most so-called friends are simply companions who happen to be around and with
| whom I like to do things. If they moved out of town tomorrow we'd “exchange New
Year's cards and call each other up when we were passing through.
= You have to work at relationships.
The Bible says, “"Honor your father and mother®, not love your parents.

Love is a ﬁlﬁﬁiilalllilﬂl- Honor involves care and courtesy. It's the Bible's
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way of saying we have to work at the relationships which are important to us.

= I'm not confused about family or ethics. I know what's right. Family is
right. Peace is right. War is wrong.

Are all wars wrong? If you were Israel would you make peace with the Arabs
at any price?

- I won't play that game. Words can be twisted any way.

Haven't you ever regretted a judgment?

- 1've been wrong sometimes, but my conscience is clear.

- Most people I know have convenient consciences. They listen to it when
they want to. Besides, conscience is an uncertain guide. A Muslim may be gquilt-
ridden because he takes a drink, an Indian suffers whenever he eats meat. Our
cénitinnnﬁ raflects our culture.

- What's your point?

Conscience is a protean capacity which has no chance to be effective unless
it is carefully programmed. That's why rabbinic Judaism took such pains to
create an all-encompassing and ethically principled way of life. Our religious
culture had moral conditioning as its primary goal.

- I don't believe in standardized rules.

No two situations are exactly alike, but I believe there are fundamental
moral standards and specific situations which we face which can be applied sen-
sitively and imaginatively to the instance. I often tell the story of the rebbe

who was appointed to head a community council and told that his first task would

be to prepare a new constitution for his city. It took him only a few minutes. He
handed the council a copy of the Ten Commandments. He wasn't being flip, but he
HII-IIkinﬂ@éﬁﬂﬁgﬁiﬁt that once we agree on fundamentals, specific procedures and
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I1'm defending the original moral commitment. We are to do.what is right,
not what is best for us or most satisfying to us. To determine his ship's position
the navigator needs a fixed point. The North Star is always there, but each ship
sails on its own voyage. We need a starting point, certain axioms, in order to be
able to think. Judaism has always known this, that's the idea behind the myth
that commandments were given to us on Mt. Sinai.

- The tablets on which Moses inscribed the law were made of stone. The myth -
tries to make the point that these rules are fixed for all times, but I don't
believe even the Ten Commandments are everywhere and always valid and neither
do you.

- As you know, I'm one of your old Confirmation students and I remember a
ﬁiscusainn you had with us where you asked us to suggest a situation in whieh it
would be right to break each of the Ten Commandments. You said that if you were
a fugitive fleeing the Nazis you'd steal to survive or even murder if an 55
trooper stood between you and freedom.

I also said that I was not making a particularly radical change. Despite
their belief in the Commandments as God's immutable word, the rabbis taught that
there are instances when to serve God we should set aside the Torah's rules. To
save a life you are to break the Sabbath prohibitions. As I said earlier, the
immutable Torah was not the naked text but the text as interpreted by centuries

of faith and need. Anachronistic statements were honored by inattention or rein-

terpretation. Capital punishment was effectively abolished by judicial process.
The prercogatives of the priestly class were reduced to empty honors.

= On W ~authority?
5 OF ,ﬂ,-.ﬂu sages believed. They interpreted individual texts

text. You can see this in any nuuhl: of their
the law was given to man to live by it, not to die by
‘man, not man to the Sabbath,' ‘would that they
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might forsake Me if it means keeping faith with the Torah.' One of my favorite
Talmudic passages deals with the rules of fasting on Yom Kippur. "If, on Yom
Kippur, a pregnant woman smells some food and conceives a great craving for it,
she should be given a little until she no longer feels weak or faint. A sick

person, too, is fed at the word of the physicians. If no physicians are present

one feeds the sick person when he wants it until he says, "encugh. . .'"

- If such, indeed, was their approach why are you and the orthodox so far
apart?

Because of a growing sense that the sages of the past had faced every con-
ceivable problem, The sages allowed the river to silt over. Orthodoxy built a

dam across the river and said: 'What is, is Judaism.' Liberals have tried to keep

the chapel free and insist that our respect for what has been should not limit our
work towards shaping the religious approach which needs to be.

- You talk about the Torah having an informing spirit. It seems to me that
the Torah assumes a number of values which are sometimes in conflict. Since
we've been talking about adjusting the tradition to life, the Torah says also,
"you shall not add nor subtract from this statement of the teaching.” How can
you affirm this statement of an unchanging pattern of life and those guotes you
just gave about the necessity of change?"

Let me teach you a Talmudic phrase: Taku. A number of Talmudic debates end

with it. Taku indicates that the issue could not be resolved. On complicated

moral issues sensitive and experienced people may come to opposite conclusions.
One of the reasons Judaism has steered clear of a centralized bureaucracy like

the papacy is that decentralization permits the circulation of differing judg-

ments in diiflﬁult cases. Debate is not cut short.
= Hard casés make bad law,

- And in such cases lawyers hope the high court will hand down a split

decision.
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I've made the opposite decision in almest identical sitvations. In both
cases a patient had a fatal:illness. The first patient was a man in his middle
years. When I entered his room he smiled at me: "Rabbi, I feel better. 1 know
that 1 am going to be well." Actually, he had only a few weeks to live; yet,
here he was, talhing about health and going back to work. A lot of thoughts went
through my mind before I said: "“No, you're not.™ He was silent. 1°d only re-

peated what the doctor had already told him. We talked. Why had 1 spoken S0
openly? This man had a wife, children, a business. He had been suddenly stricken.
1f he avoided the decisions which needed to be made they would not be made, with
unhappy congequences for those who depended on him. However painful it was, he
had to face the truth. In a room on the next floor I visited an older woman, also
i1l with cancer and with a limited time to live. She, too, greetéed me with a
smile: "I'm beginning to feel a bit better. All this wil} scon be behind me and
I'11 be well. 1I'm loocking forward to my granddaughter's wedding." I made no
attempt to disabuse her. I was comforting and solicitous. No one depended on
her. There were no decisions that she had to make. She did not need to face the
added pressure.

- 1 like the Taku idea. During Carter's presidency his human rights campaign
was a frequent subject of dinner table conversation. The inalienable right of
every human being to life, liberty, ete. is, cbviously, a fundamental principle,
but in many countries, particularly in the Third World where the population is
largely illiterate and few have any experience with self-government, democracy
is not only an alien form of government but may be an unworkable one. To withhold
aid, and perhaps recognition, from such countries might be to force their govern-
ments to turn for support to the Soviet bloc or so weaken these governments that
the military or the undemocratic Left camé to power.

The Torah puts it well, "Do not be righteous overmuch.”

- 1 don't believe in compromise. What's right is right.
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There is a folk saying that the gates of Heaven are shut to anyone who ends
life having spoken only the truth and done only the right. Rigid personalities
inevitably do a lot of harm. Remember the incorruptible Robespierre? Compromise
is necessary for peaceful and effective braqrasn.

= Why?

In our crowded world, or any social unit,. no one canhave it all his way .

= You're using right as a moral standard. Right, at least as I use the term,

includes questions of intent and motive.  If I feel good about my motives, if my

impulses are genuine and loving, then what I do is bound to be right.

Then I would argue, and I think Jewish thought comes down heavily on this
point, that good intentions do not establish the goodness of an act. Lenin ordered
the death of millions of muzhiks in his belief that only their elimination would
permit Communism to flourish in Russia. You can love sﬁﬁebndy to death. 1In the
Middle Ages thousands of Jews were forced to canverL to Christianity because of
the church's loving concern for their immortal souls. There is a mother love
which sustains and a mother love which smothers. The Grand Inguisitor sent men
to the rack out of his love for their immortal souls. His motives were pure but
he literally loved people to death.

- At least when i do what I feel is right I'm not a hypocrite.

God condemned those who "honor Me with its lips but keep their heart from

Me," but hypocrisy is not the ultimate sin.
- What is?

- Egotism, selfishness, caring only about yourself.
= Contempt for others,

= Impatience, elbowing others aside because you're in a hurry.

- -

- Singlemindedness.

- Unforgiving hate.

‘You're rliht;:ihu'rl'riihii and you're right, too. Just as there are many

virtues, and not uitimate virtue, so there are many sins and no ultimate sin.
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= 50 how do you decide what is right?

I use a calculus of consequence rather than a calculus of motivation. I
accept the moral :un:arn; of our special message and I try to understand how I
can most usefully apply these to the issue at hand. I try to maximize benefits
and minimize harm. I believe that what flows from a decision is more important
than the spirit in which it is taken. I watched the other day as a family pleaded
with a physician to do all he could to save their mother, a comatose lady in her
eighties, whose brain scan had shown only erratic activity. They spoke out of
love but without thought to what would happen if they had their way. The doctor
gently advised them to accept what had already happened. He was thinking about
what lay ahead. The family could not get beyond their feelings.

= What happened?

They insisted that a dangerous operation be performed and she died on the
table.

Judgement requires that we take conseguences into account.

- Why?

It may be preferable for one unwed mother to abort a fetus and for another
to carry and deliver the child. S0 much depends on the mother's conditioning,
family situvation, emotional well-being and self-image. Situvations are never
identical.

- Even a calculus of conseguences needs a base line. Where do you begin?

With the thrust of our tradition which, I believe, represents our perception
of God's general concerns. I try to follow God's lead. I look at the specific
traditions of our teaching and try to discern the moral concerns impli;it in them,

- Be specific.
According to the Torah the community is to impose a tithe aé&luther taxes

$0 that the poor need not beg or depend on the erratic charitable impulse of the

well off. Long-term support (kupah) and cmergency relief (tamuchui were avail-

&
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able in almost al} communities. Given this record, I cannot look, as some do, on

welfare-related taxes as depriving me of what is mine; rather, I see them as a

valid mechanism for the proper distribution of Oppertunity and I dismiss as cal-

lous all social philosophies which blame the pPoor for their poverty, and all po-

litical theories which deny that the community has a public welfare obligation.

I'11 give you other examples. The Torah fays, "You shall neither wrong nor op-

Press a stranger for you were strangers in the land of Egypt." Jewish criminal
and civil law treats all peoples in the same way. It follows that “separate

but egual™ is an unacceptable political form, that the abuse of wetback labor is

evil. "You shall not stand idly by the blocd of a neighbor.* So, I cannot stay
in front of my TV set when someone outside calls for help. You shall do no un-
righteousness in judgment. When I was foreman of our local Grand Jury 1 consciocusly

tried to be sensitive to class and culturally skewed attitudes. Why? Because

our tradition insists "you shall not respect the person of the poor or favor the

person of the powerful."™ I hear many things in the course of my professional

duties, and when people ask about others I remain silent. Why? "You shall not
9o up and down as a tale bearer among your people.” "The seventh day is the Sab-
bath. 1In it you shall do no manner of work.” Every human being has an inalien-
able right to use as he wishes some part of his life. Life is to be savoured,
not simply endured,

= 1 visited Eastern Europe last year and I didn't like what I saw. Share
the wealth plans tend to be ham-Ffisted.

When he protested his integrity to his friends, Job cited charity as one
of his virtues: “Have I eaten my morsel alone and not fed the orphan from my .
plate?”™ According to an old midrash, the friends were imprEEEEﬂ,‘but God was not.
“Well and good, but you fell short by half of Abraham's standard. You let the
poor come to you. Abraham went out to the roadside to find the hungry and invite

them home. You fed them whatever you were serving, Abraham asked them what they

would like and fed them whatever they requested.®™
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- You spoke of following God's lead. How can I follow what I can't see or
know?

Here is where myth, the imaginative expression of otherwise incommunicable
truths, comes to our rescue. At Sinai Moses asked to know something more about
God, Himself. God makes it clear that He cannot be seen even by Moses, but He
tells Moses to place himself in a cleft in the rock and He will make His glory
pass by. Moses does s80. God passes behind him and Moses senses something of God's
nature: "I the Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious, long-suffering and abun-
dant in goodness and truth.™ This myth which provides us a list of God's attri-
butes was accepted as a meaningful description of God's nature. The list was
often guoted in Biblical times. It appears in a number of places in the Tanakh
and we repeat it still in our synagogue when the Torah is taken from the Ark.

It's our patterning text. Since we “"know" that God is good, kind, etc., we know
that He wants us to be like Him in these respects.

- God is unknowable.

But this much is known about God.

- Was?

Those who experienced God sense these aspects of his nature. The Talmud com-
| mands: "Just as God clothes the naked, attends the sick, comforts the mourners
and buries the dead, do you likewise.” A student of the times asked your guestion.
How do we know these are God's ways? His teacher responded. The Torah tells us

that God clothed Adam and Eve. He visited Abraham when he was sick. He comforted

Isaac after his father's death.

I can't believe you credit such nonsense.
Our tradition created a graceful culture ocut of what you call nonsense.

Myth exposes truths grasped by our imaginations and these are the truths which

reach deep and on which we gamble everything. I like the comment of a contemporary
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writer, Edward Dahlberg: "Man must eat fables or starve his soul to death.®
. = I'm not sure I quite appreciate what this myth adds to our ethical approach.

The "do's" and “"don'ts" can take us only so far. God's qualities obviously
represent broad moral concerns, and as we try to weave them into our lives we
develop a moral sensitivity which helps us understand how the specific do's and
don'ts are to be understood and those others which are required of us but not
covered by the 'you shall' and 'you shall not,'

- Monarchy is deep. What we're doing is talking about values and I don't
set much store in talk. Most moralists I know don't live up to their sermons.

Plato's my favorite example. He goes to great pains in the Dialogues to define

the good, but after he published his book he continued to live as before, teaching
philosophy to the sons of the well-born. You'd think that someone concerned with
ethics would have taken an active political stand against Athenian imperialism

or their tolerance of slavery and contempt of foreigners.

Fhilosophy seems to define. Torah demands. "It has been told you, O man,
what is good. And what the Lord demands of you." In Chinese, ethics is written
with an idecgram consisting of the shape of a man and the number two. Apparently
they meant to suggest in this way that ethics involves action, not analysis, and
that we prove our virtue by the gquality of our relationships.

Moses said of himself, "I am not a man of words.” The Torah does not debate
the why and wherefore of God's Instructions. The sages' favorite saying was, "It's

the deed, not the analysi is central.® It is because the deed is the ul-

timate test EyﬁF 'jﬁjj;;;%ggng;H agh thl consequences of an act before carrying

Sl

-

e vt h smpuleive pe ek i
feren't trit d because at Sinai they accepted the covenant

- Marentt kb Bk .:
l“ . - W r >

dg - right must be
is was on careful

- I II‘ ‘: L i .-| o=




T,

275

a special genre of writing, She'elot u'Teshuvot, Questions and Answers, Responsa,

which centered on a careful analysis of individual cases. An interesting case
would present itself or someone would pose a specific instance involving moral
and legal issues, The rabbi to whom the issue was brought would handle it as best
he could and explain his judgment on the basis of relevant Torah principles. If
the issues were interesting this did not end the matter. The consulted rabbi
would draw up a digest of the problem and circulate this precis and his decision
to other authorities for comment. No one expected every scholar to concur with
the original judgment.

= It sounds like our process of judicial review.

In many ways it is.

= If the rabbis disagreed how did anyone know who's right?

You didn't. In many cases there is no clear-cut right. The goal was not
unanimity but enlightenment, the refinement of a community's moral sensitivity.

= What about Nietsche's idea that the superior person is above the law and
can make his own law?

We don't believe anyone is above the law. Israel's king was to write out
by hand a Torah scroll as a symbolic act of submission to God's Instructions.

- We've mentioned any number of unacceptable Biblical and rabbinic laws:

capital punishment, the segregation of the sexes, the prohibition of most autop-

sies. Why should a king or anyone else submit to them?

- He shouldn't and we don't. He was to write out the familiar scroll, but his
allegiance was to the living Torah. 1I've suggested to you that when-a rule became
dysfunctional it was either treated with benign neglect or its purpose was achieved

!-...'-l . a.,._q"l. ""
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2ll Jewish life, would never have been allowed in our school and so would never

have become a rabbi.

There are always won't-let-goers who are afraid of change, but, as I said,
the process of breaking open the shells, saving the present from the dead hand of
the past, is recognized in the tradition itself as essential.

- The problem is law. Let people be and they'll work things out.

Not always. Communities reguire structure and law provides that structure.

- 50 many laws are unjust. They protect privilege or give certain groups
unfair advantage.

Admitted. Yet, a society of laws, however imperfect, is to be preferred to
anarchy. I'm paraphrasing an old rabbinic text. *®If it were not for law men would
swallow each other alive." According to Talmudic law, a Jew owes cbedience to the
law of the country where he resides unless its law regquires him to take a life,
violate another's person, or publicly disgrace the Torah or the Jewish people.

= hre there no limits? I won't obey a tyrant.

Neither will I. A country ruled by fiat is subject to the ruler's whims; its
citizens cannot depend on due process or published laws. When a government is
arbitrary and tyrannical we cannot be expected to accept the obligation of obedience.

- What do you mean by "the limits of political reality?"

A medieval Jew who dencunced the king's policies, in effect, committed
suicide and sometimes endangered his whole community.

- I won't obey any law I don't believe in.

You wouldn't last long in the Soviet Union or Iran. Civil disobedience is an

effective political weapon only when it is used against a fairly restrained
' !

government.

- b

w

- If T had been a black in the South I'd have sat down in the front of the

bus, but it seems to me that many are too ready to set themselves above the law.
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= I was totally opposed to the war. When I spoke with one rabbi about the
possibility of going to Canada he listened sympathetically; another suggested
that if I didn't serve, another, probably a poor black man from the urban ghetto,
would have te serve in my place. A third was completely unsympathetic and told
me that it was my duty to serve. Presumedly, as a Jew I owed this country a
special kind of loyalty. i

The first rabbi concentrated on your needs; the second tried to make you
recognize that moral decision cannot be made in a vacuum, that your clear conscience
might cause another to die; the third had made a political judgment about the war
different than yours.

= Who was right?

Perhaps all three.

= That can't be.

Why not? Each had approached the problem with a particular set of consequences

in mind. Normal judgments are not easy to make and the right is rarely a simple

mﬁttaf.
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Chapter 15

IT'S GOOD TO BE A JEW

Bagse were packed. It was our last morning. Breakfast had been served, ad-
dresses exchanged, and the conversation had become ana%dntul. The Institute Di-
rector was remembering his youth.

- When I was in college the local Jewish community had an adopt-a-student
program which offered us surrogate parents and home-cooked meals on weekends,
Jews were the only group on campus who had such ties to the community. 1've
always looked on the Jewish community as an extended family. A visitor at syna-
gogue will be made welcome and generally offered home hospitality. We always
invited out-of-towners and anyone who is alone to our Seder. When the Russian
Jews began to arrive they were given jobs and all kinds of help.

During the Korean War I served as a chaplain on the staff of the Comander of

our Maval Forces in the Far East. One day a young pilot came to my office to make

arrangements for his wedding. He had been flying regularly into Hong Kong where
he'd met and fallen in love with a local girl. For various official reasons they
had to be married by an American official. We set a noon hour date some weeks
ahead. I wanted the occasion to be as warm and as personal as it could be so I
asked a young couple who lived on the base if they would arrange a luncheon.

They did and over the lunch table the bride and the host discovered they were re-
lated, actually second cousins. When the pogroms reached their grandparents' vil=-
lage in White Russia the host's family had fled West while the bride's had crossed
Siberia to Manchuria, settled in Harbin, and moved on to Hong Kong uh;n Japan

attacked. HNeither had known of the other's existence.

- My best friend's father was a child in pre-war Austria. In 1918 when the

German invasion seemed inevitable, his parents, desperate to get out, somehow got
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hold of a Detroit phone book and wrote to everyone who was listed there under their
last name. One man, no relation, sent them the necessary papers, including an
gf[iﬂauit guaranteeing the father's employment. He saved their lives,

__There's a law that Jews must fﬂﬂsﬂ; fellow Jews who are being held as slaves,
During the Middle Ages Jewish communities from all around the Mediterranean sup-
ported an office on the island of Rhodes whose mission was to ransom Jews cap-
tured by pirates. The Rhodes was the Mediterranean's busiest slave market. We've
always had our share.nf slaves and refugees = they're still coming out #I the U.5,

S.R. - and we know we're to help them in any way wa can.

- I teach English at night to Russjan' Jews who've come in the last year or
two to our city.

- Can I change the subject? 1It's our last day and before 1 lose the chance
I want to talk about some private feelings. 1've known happy times as a Jew.
We always have a Seder and I occasionally go to Sabbath service. 1 like the sense
of being part of a large family. Whenever I travel I visit synagogues, but I
never quite feel that I'm doing it right. 1In college I went to classes on Rosh
Hashanah and now I work on the Sabbath. I feel I'm something of a sham and not
the real thing.

You're what I call a Rosenzweig Jew.

= A what?

Rosenzweliqg Jew is my label for those of us who feel vaguely guilty that we're
not more observant. Franz Rosenzweig was an interesting writer and philosopher
whose spiritual pilgrimage took him from a culturally assimilated German-Jewish
home and the serious contemplation of conversion to Christianity into an active
Jewish life. His re-entry into Jewish life began just before the first World War.
During the 1920's Rosenzweig helped found a rather brilliant adult education

academy in Frankfort and published a seminal, and guite urigfﬁnl, Jewish apologetic:
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The Star of Redemption. During the early stages of his return to Judaism, Rosen-

zwelg observed only a few of the mitzvot, When he was asked why he didn't follow
the rest he would answer, *some day, I'm not yet ready.' He practiced those
rites which appealed to him, and he assumed that as time went, and being Jewish
became more natural, that he would add more of the tradition. Rosenzweig's def-
inition of Judaism was gquite original, but in terms of practice rabbinics re-
mainéd his standard. I think that most Jews tend to think as he did, but I'd try
not to equate Judaism with any particular set of practices. Akiba's practice 4if-
fered from Amos's, yet, both were good and pious Jews. It's the old business of
the river rather than the tree. Many traditional rites appeal to me, but my soul
is dead to customs which prohibit instrumental music during Sabbath worship or
require the separation of men and women. I'd be embarrassed to turn out my
pockets s0 as to empty my sins into a river and I've not the patience for an in-
terminable service. At the same time, I respond to some recent customs like
Consecration and baby naming. When asked when he would become an obhservant Jew,
Rosenzweig answered, '‘when I can.' When I'm asked the same question I answer,

'I am an cbservant Jew. I'm fully committed to Jewish life as 1 understand it.'
The old rule was that only men say Kaddish for dead relatives. I take it for
granted that women are persons who grieve as men do and that they should take
part in our rites just as men, not only because these rites can be helpful but
as a statement of their value as persons and as Jews. I am firmly convinced that
as the needs of Jews change the mix of practices must change as well as the mean-
ing ascribed to the familiar forms. So it has been. So it will ever be. Break-

ing a glass at a wedding may once have frightened away the evil spirits. Today

it's simply the first act of a Jewish wedding. Incidentally, I have both the

bride and groom break a glass.
= Why?
To take the edge of male chauvinism off the marriage rite.
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- Then you don't feel constrained by tradition?

Tradition provides me a basic structure which I try to decorate to my taste
and needs. |

- I saw you play tennis on Saturday afterncon.

The old Sabbath laws emphasized the No's: No work, no cooking, no travel,
rules which made clear its role as a mandatory rest day; but in our world where
the forty-hour work week is the norm, the rule, "vou shall do no munn&r-ﬁf work,™
doesn't have to be applied so literally. I continue to think of the Sabbath as a
day set apart, set apart for all that refreshes my soul, a day to be with family,
to Hﬂrﬂhip; rest and relax. All that enhances life is appropriate to Sabbath, in-
cluding a walk in the woods or a game of tennis.

- Even work?

Yes, even work if your work is a spirituval and intellectual delight. As a
rabbi I work on the Sabbath.

- Do you keep kosher?

Hot really.

= Don't you feel guilty for abandoning a major part of the tradition?

No, |

- Why not?

1 eat no pork. We have no shell fish in the house. These practices are my
way of keeping in touch with the past and, incidentally, of honoring my parents.
This was the way I was brought up, and remains my way of keeping in touch with
the :umplix_fnud code which once governed Jewish life.

- You're not being consistent,

I don't set great store by consistency. Life's too full of zigs and zags.

- How can you have a rtlihiun if tht rule is everyone makes up his or her
own mind?

I'm not saying Judaism is whatever I want it to be. The river flows all

around me. Community norms play an important role in defining practice. 1
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live within the Jewish community. Customs are often maintained in highly coriginal

ways. I once saw a fascinating collection of Passover Haggadahs prepared by secular

kibbutzim. Many were simply collections of readings on freedom and liberation,

but all were intended for Seder night, assumed that everyone was eating matzah,
drinking four cups of wine, and singing 'an only kid.' Everyone had a Seder and
on the same day.

- You're breaking traditions which have lasted from Sinai.

Few are that old. Yom Kippur didn't become a high holiday until after the
Babylonian Exile some eight hundred years after Sinai. Monogamy has been the
norm among European Jews for less than a thousand years and polygamy was still
permitted in Yemen and other Oriental centers until our generation. The separation
of milk and meat and the other dietary laws grew up over time & David didn't keep

e

- We certainly need some agreement as to the terms of our way of life.

A strong and regular pulse holds us together despite differences in practice
and approach. 1In Cleveland we have a committee which includes the president and
rabbi of every synagogue, all of whose members share similar concerns for ade-
guate s?ppﬂrt for religious education, services to the non-institutionalized
elderly, the integration of Russian Jewish immigrants and the elimination of sec-
tarian observances from the public schools. We disagree on some issues. Each con-

gregation has a distinct pattern, but all of us work hard for Israel, Jewish edu-

cation and the support institutions of our Jewish community.

- On the railroad platform at Auschwitz no one was asked whether they were

reform, conservative or orthodox.

= Or not religious at all.

&

= It's our last session and you're just beginning to open up. I want to know
more about you as a Jew. What led you to become a full-time Jew?

I'm afraid you'll not find my testimony particularly dramatic. I didn't

.;féy%' ‘crisis like the one Augustine describes in his Confessions.

e
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When 1 look back my becoming an active Jew seems no more than the natural unfolding
of what was always there and was always meant to be, I grew up in a secure and
learned Jewish home. There were books everywhere; in my father's study, in the
living room, on the landing of the stairs, even in the basement. These books and
the smell of the leather bindings attracted me long before I could read the pages.
These were my father's books. He was a wise man and I concluded, without thinking
much about it, that the tradition was wise. Years of serious study have confirmed

the child's instinctive impression.

Until I was ten or so Judaism meant those books, holidays, Hebrew lessons,
and serious discussions among the adults gathered at our table about the rise
of Naziism and Zionism. Hitler's picture was freguently in the papers. My
grandparents lived in Jerusalem and wrote me from there. Seder meant thirty or

forty guests, much moving of furniture, and a dollar if 1 found the afikomen. A

child relates to concrete symbols. Theology came later.

When I was an undergraduate, a roommate and I went ;t God over a long night.
We were angry. It was 1945, the papers had just published pictures of piled-up
corpses in the ovens of the death camps. My roommate was angry at God. He was the
first person I ever heard use the phrase, God is dead. I didn't blame God. Ger-
mans had built Auschwitz, not He. I was angry at the Nazis and a cold-hearted
world.

I don't know why, but I've never expected God to answer all my prayers any
more than I expected my parents to do whatever I asked., It's enough that He
listens. I don't complain much to God, but I need to feel that the Heavens are
not shut tight. I grew up during years that were unbelievably hard and cruel
for Jews and saw that somehow most kept their faith. Indeed, as I look back now

nn-thl'tﬁi!tiiiiislﬂ appear not only as a tragic time but as the beginning of a

period of Jewish renewal. During those difficult years, my formative years, I
¢ g AR
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watched faith sustain and I came to appreciate its enlivening value.

I grew up in a happy and respected home, I was sometimes called names and
some children never offered friendship, but I sensed that if people could hate
people like my parents they were irredeaﬁahly prejudiced and nothing I could do
would make any difference. 1 early recognized that anti-semitism was the non-
Jews' problem, not mine; and 1've never been particularly interested in the sub-
ject. What I could not handle, at least when I was younger, was the suggestion

that Jewish survival might not be of significance to the world.

In college I took a famous survey course, History I, and had an experience
not unlike the one one of you mentioned a few days ago. Jews were mentioned only
in the one session which discussed Biblical times and writings. There were all
those miles of non-Jewish books in Widener Library, and for the first time my
father's study began to seem small and its wisdom parochial. That course destroyed
my innocent belief in the pivotal role of Jewish life and thought in the develop-
ment of world civilization. Since then I have smiled guietly when I read the
writings of some sage who claims that Torah represents all that is worth knowing.
I had then what you might call a mini-crisis of faith, but even then I recognized
that those lectures reflected the narrowness of a Eurcpean academic tradition
whitch Hualnlrﬂady on its last leg, the tradition which would have its last gasp a
few years later when the English historian, Arnold Toynbee, with the arrogant dis-
dain of an Oxford don and the myopia of a self-confident Christian, declared the

Jewish people "a fossilized relic.™ No reputable college would offer such a course

today. Islam was treated as off-handedly as Judaism. The Third World was not

ever on our maps. We've come to the end of the era of Western and Christian cul-
tural imperialism. 5till, as you've gathered, I have ever since been sensitive

to the population problem. I know that a small pond can r:flucf ;he whole cirele
of the sky, but I also know that in the real world both guality and guantity are

significant.
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My father often guoted an old, rather cynical but astute, proverb: 'you can

know more about a man by noting his enemies rather than his friends.' When I was

still a child the greatest military power in Europe declared us to be World Enemy
Number One and set out to wipe us off the face of the earth. I remember thinking
that if we merited such attention then the Torah tradition must contain some power-
ful and vital truths, that the world needs ocur witness. The Holocaust is, of course,
a human tragedy of genocidal proportions, but it is also a tribute to the reach .
and the authority of the Jewish message. Six million Jews were killed, not for who
they were but for what they represented, and &h#t they represented was a way of
life which affirmed human dignity and a concept of justice which will not make
peace with tyranny of any kind or with the Big Lie; which had no patience with

the pretensions of the privileged or their claims to special treatment, which in-
sisted on a vision of a world united in understanding and mutual respect; and

which placed its faith in the will of a God who demands that we live by a commit-
ment to righteousness which lays quite specific cobligations on us. I affirm those

values, and my life as a Jew is my way of expressing my commitments,

In another college course I came across, for the first time, the term, cos-
mopolitan, used as a pejorative label by Marxists to describe somecne who is un-
focused, vague, romantic, and particularly one who is ignorant of economic realities
as Karl Marx had defined them. I'm no longer sure why, but I appropriated the
term to describe those who found the Jewish label too parochial.and who talked of
belonging to the fellowship of pecple of good will who presumedly have put all
group interests aside nnimu work only for the general good. I'm not sure such
a fellowship exists. There are no saints out there. Good people yes, but everyone
has Mlmlilrithllrﬂ private interests. I've always believed we served hu-
manity m:ﬂmgjﬁ Iﬂinﬂ tﬂ our lﬂ'l-ll.'ll.'.t-lr and discharging uu:‘ ﬂliilﬂ““‘ to
. #l:.-T 1ies, fﬂlﬂ' imnediate circle. If everyone took care of
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or it's no help at all. I don't b!lieuelthat anyone has to give up his or her
roots, family or community in order to be E;ciilly committed. It's because of my
Jewish interests and convictions that i‘gu worked for civil rights and social
reform.

My father often guoted the text: "Do not put your trust in princes,”™ by
which he meant that everyone, even the one you helped elect, had his own agenda
and that those Jews who waited for 'good' Germans to ocust Hitler waited in vaing
as did those who were confident that President Roosevelt's administration would
open America's doors to Hitler's victims or that the Vatican would act out of
Christian charity to save the Jews of Europe. Everyone needs friends, but "if I
am not for myself who will be for me?" My father was convinced that Israel would
never come to be if Jews waited on the world's good will. As you know by now, I
respond to the Torah's realism, and that I believe in the messianic journey. I
also believe that the romantic and naive are not only potential victims but often

become, because of their obtuseness, obstacles to progress. They want their whole

dream, but in real life dreams are dreams and half a loaf is better than none. A

starving man can't wait for the revolution.

As 1 said, I was seventeen and in college when the death camps were liberated
by the Allied armies and saw, for the first time, pictures of the piles of ema-
ciated corpses and heard the survivors tell their tales of Hell. The years that
followed were the years when a million Jews languished in Displaced Person Camps

in Eurcpe while English destroyers blockaded the sea lanes to Palestine lest these

survivors of the Holocaust sneak into the land they have been promised. I knew
then that I owed my people a debt I would have to repay. They had died and suf-
fered because they symbolized the tradition in which 1 had been comfortably raised,
and I could not escape my responsibility to do all I could to continue the witness |
which was clearly our people's destiny. I graduated in 1947 and immediately went

to work for an agency whose purpose was to secure skilled military perscn.el for

the defense of the Yishuv as it battled Arab armies determined to drive the settlers
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into the sea. My work wasn't particularly heroic, but I felt myself part of our
community of fate and our community of faith, and I was proud to be part of Jewish
history. The rabbinate more and more seemed a good way to live up to my commit-
ments to this people, its Torah and its work. The survival of the Jewigh people,
social reform in the United States, the elaboration of the Torah tradition, and the
development of a strong spiritual life became and remain active concerns.

Again and again, as I trace the way I came alive as a Jew, I find I go back
to concrete moments and specific people. Activity, not apologetics, makes the
Jew. HNo book or guru formed my faith. I don't know anyone who has been argued
into being an active Jew. Experiences bind. I often feel the binding moment at
worship when a familiar chant reaches into my soul. I feel bound when in the early
hours of the morning I met a plane load of Soviet Jewish refugees landing at
Lydda and on the Sabbath when I placed in our Ark Torah scrolls which had been
cherished and read in some now-destroyed synagogues in Czechoslovakia. I felt
bound during a visit to Jerusalem's Western Wall as the evening sun refracted two
thousand years of piety from the rose-colored stone; and I feel the ties when I
welcome the Sabbath in my home with my wife and children around our table. When
the house is quieit and I'm in my library, my father's and mine, I'm bound by the
ideas which reach back in time and somehow still speak to my times. I'm glad
that I belong to a religious community which is in many ways an extended family
and where emotions need not be hidden. Once bound, it was only natural that many
of the practices of Judaism should become a major part of the fabric of my family
life, the songs we sing (I, badly), the foods we eat and don't eat, the holidays
we observe and the concerns we share. HNo, I haven't resolved all my doubts. I
haven't thought through all the problems. You know by now I don't know all the

answers, or even all the right guestions; but I feel at home within the Jewish

world and tradition, happily and usefully at home, and as I involve myself with

the holidays, the worship, the texts, and the needs of Jewish survival I feel
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that my life has a certain grace to it.
The loudspeaker crackled. The buses had arrived. There was a rush of good-

byes. They were kind enough to say they'd enjoyed our talk.
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