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Introduction 

'lOlARIS A PHIUEOPHY OF J»l!SH SURVIVAL 

Self-awareness is a mixed blessing. 'lhe mild is c:anfortable as he is; the adult 

talks nervously of a need to find himself. When the world was yo.mJer and the pace 

of change was sedate, piilosopiers taught that mthing rS11 appears umer the sun; and 

nost folk agreed. People of all ages knS\' who they were, where they fitted into their _ 

camunity, and what was good for their du.ldren. Classic literature is written in the 

third person and describes events rather than erotions. Folk knew who they were. In 

fonner times PEq>le did l'X)t question the fitness of inherited ties of family or the 

familiar ways of their cxmnuni.ty. 'lbday they do . . Ties that once bourx1 tight have becx:me 

proolematic. We are keenly aware of our iooi.vida@Jity, less likely ·to be subservient 

to authority, and quite likely to be anxious about ourselves. ~ern literature tends 

to be an autxi:>iograptlc exploration of private feel.injs and a display for the writer's 

self. 

OUr fathers were Je'NS am that was the whole of it·. 'Dle outside worla knew them 

. to be Jews; am their danestic worl.4 provided a ricn web of custan and cx:mnardnents 

~ch shaped their routines, gave a particular oolor t6 their personalities, am pro­

vided the basis for a clos~knit cxmrunal. life. 'lheir education, \thich was parochial; 

and their evei:yday lives, which were regulated by the religious tradition, eooouraged 

them to feel that belongj.nJ to the Jewish peq>le was l'X)t only a fact of life but the -
IOOSt inportant fact of their lives; mt all.y inevitable but a blessing. 'Dleir lives 

x:evolved aroum the nr1th that ·God ~d declared Israel an am-segulah, a people especially 

beloved to Him; am placed them at the center of· Hi~ plans for the world. 'lheir oovenant 

with God set forth. Qxl's will am their loyalty to those disciplines, their witness 

tD the 'lbrah way, set an exanple for the world; 'lhe messiah would be·one of theirs, a 
• I 

desoerx1ant of the house of Dlvid . . • • .. . . . 
. : . ·. \ 

Incidentally, I use ~out the term It¥th to describe a "true" stm:y ~dl 

xeflects a society's nDSt sacred utxlerstandings of the world's secrets, a stxny that 

is a nest precious possession because it is sacred am, ultimately, significant (Mir-
. . 

oea El.iade) • A nr1th is true because it is believed. It is significant because Jlf{thic 

• 
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language offers a uniquely appropriate way ·to express dynamic truths. PhilOSOJ;hy's 

truths are the truths of analysis aoo scieooe. Alilosophy dissects truth. Myth 

animates truth. 'lhe stozy retains a sense of vitality, t:hin:Js happen, it is alive, am 

so an appropriate vehicle far the truths of religion and feelin}. 

Next to the fear of loneliness pei:haps our deepest fear is that we may be ex­

i:endi-01 our energies and days in misguided pursuits. 'Ihe Je,, knew what was right. God 

had given the Word. 1he Je,,' s life was graced oot only by the peace of min:1 w,iich re­

flects cxmfidence in one's values and efforts but by that buoyancy of spirit which 

cnues £ran beinJ sure that God is in cxntn;>l and that all will turn out right in the 

eld. If our fathers did 1Dt koow exactly hcM their-exanple would lead others to the 

faith or to the milleniun, the¥ knew it would; and, ·aayyenu, that was ~gh for then. 

O.Jr fathers were Je,,s. Since they led the life God had ordered, they were spiri­

tually cnnfortable and rarely won:lered whether to rana.in p:lrt of the .<XIIIJllTUty of · Is­

r ael. . 1heir Scripture affinned the camton origins of all peoples atd Israel's chosen­

ress. 'lheir liturgy bespoke their special pride "that God has lDt llBde us like the ilA­

tions of the world ... that He has rot set our destiny like theirs," l:sXqel was set 

~ side anoD3 the nations far a special role which ixtpJSed special c\Ild denanding ·obli­

gations, but these were gladJy ·accepted far they· were seen as redetptive. l-llen JStlS 

left the fold it was because o~ political, ecanuic or social coercion. 

~ that sense of distinction has becnoe sauewhat blurred·. we tena to think 

af other .religions as cniplalen~ ways to. spiri maJ : g:rc,wt:h. sate recent prayer books 

have eliminated those distanci.BJ pira&es which _~ of a chosen ~le. · In the West, 

at least:, there is a social c:anity which the medil!Yal Je,, did JX>t ·enjoy.· He knew 
; ' 

Christ with a clli> •. · He had felt the sward of Islam. ~istianity 2'00 Islam were the 
. . . 

enaar,. 'Jhe gospel of .1.oye JJd.ght be·taught ·in the churdles, 1 but the Ja, knew a crusader's . . . 
• • 

churdl wbcae pastars often exhorted their flock •inst·· the· au-ist •kiJJe.rs and 1ea than 
. . 

into the •tz ■ at to blocq a fa, c1aicid:fcal he•. In these years to cxmvert was to . ' 

a:awult 11D -,t of. tr11Zaty. 

.., 
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In those hard t:i.nes, wl)en apartheid was the nile, sace cxmverted under threat and 

a few oould oot resist the ·eooncmic and social opporbmities which were reserved to 

the religious majority; but if conversion took place its basis was likely to be prac­

tical consideration rather than an issue of principle. Today the question of principle 

canmt be avoided and we have had to consider, on theological as well as -political 

g rourns, the identity question: 'why be a Jew'. '.Dle self-cxmfident am self-Vcµ.idating 

assmptions with which rali:>inic culture had insulated the Je,, and which Christian cul­

ture had used to isolate the Christian are m loIX1er accepted uncritically; imeed, 

they are undennined by the openness of our social lives as well as by the whole burden 

of nodern ~t. We live in an enviroment where lifelong affiliation with one's hate-

gram religion is oo lol'Y!1er inevitable or necessarily applaixled. Parochial schools 

enroll only a small percentage of Anerica's children. Olildren of all faiths mix and 
. . 

min:Jle in sclxx>l, sports and society. 'lhe enviroment advertises the value of mak:i..IY:J 

tp our m:i.IXl. Alnost every Y0\DJ Je,, arxi every YOOD:J Clristian asks at sane. point in 

his gnMing up, 'why be a. 

d:lxi.cally, we have to care. 

- I 
• • • Many out there oo l~er care what we are so, para-

'lhe open society is no.re or less the oonn in the United States, canada am 

Western EuJX>pe. It is oot the OOllll in the Islamic 1.«>rld where oonditions remain as 
... 

. . 

pa.x:ochial as they were in the West when medieval nirope was Olristencbn; mr would ~ 

openness and social aocept:aooe be woros I would choose to d~il>e an ideological so­

ciety like that of the Soviet Union where .'Jew' is passport designatiqn, atheism a 

dogam of the Party, am Zionism a crime. Far other reasons the identity_ tensims faced 

tr,, youth in Israel axe quite different fxau those we f~ in ~e united States. · A 
. , 

' 
young Israeli apeaks_ Hebraf, leams Jewish histm:y in sdlcol, never has to worry that . 

the Bebnlf Od.wnity will mld Fall ~trati.cn on Yau Kig:ur and lives under po-
• .. . ' 

littmJ taaicm lhidl enforce a~ bit of •ilocial distance bebMen him and his noo-
. . 

...... lh • nats,tAa :tb:Jughta cm the quaat:lon, 'WW be a Ja,', will be ai;{«Priate 

mly 1D our :IJM .. 
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l-t:)dernity can be defined as the emergence of options. Until recently it was 

either/or. One had to remain a Je,, or oonvert to Christianity or Islam; .ro,, one can 

sinply disappear into the cx:mnunity of the religiously unaffiliated or hitch one's des­

tiny to a nunber of vaguely Christian or ixm-Christian faiths like Ethical CUlture or 

lhitarianism or to oon-theistic utopian 9=>spels like anarchism or Marxism which offered 

a political or social vision rather than a theistic one, or sit at the feet of a guru. 

In organizllXJ iey tlx>ughts for this essay I cx:rnpared two text books oo Judaism. 

Ole had been published within the year; while the other was of nineteen-thirty vintage. 

'lhe older manual cxupared Judaism and Christianity. 'lhe oontetpYa:cy work cxupared Ju-

d aism with Christianity, Zen Boodhism, sate Imian cults and the 'human potential I nove­

m ent. In the 1920 's the cb:>ice was beb1een. 'lbday the dloioe is anong. Again, the 

nultiplication of options. 

'lhere are options but rone is rost-£ree or guaranteed. OUr society is rot so 

cpen that the question of identity can be treated if our decisions did oot.involve a tan­

gle of political or social cxmsiderations. A ron-abservant Je,, or a Jf!M who practices 

T.M. or even a Christian oonvert remains in nany eyes a Jf!M, subject to erratic bad­

nouthing, certain social and advancetent restrictions. and affizmative action 1abel.i.rq. 

After the seoond WOrld war in the West there was a perceptible laierllXJ of eooirmic 
' 

and social restrictions. 'lhe Holocaust slx:>cked nany wlx> heretofore had practiced gen­

mel prejudice; and particnJarly in the United States post-war prosperity allowed 

groups to feel that the¥ did rot have to defend their turf as · assidoous:1-y as before 

s ince there was _emugh to go around; but even so, beil¥j Jadsh was/~ rarely . pirely 

a matter of private amscience. OUr dec:isioos affect our family relationships, social . . . 
. . 

ties, clli> menbershipJ; evall the ne1ghbcml00ds "1here we ch)ose to live. I have yet 

to meet a college ldld•icm officier ~ oould ·mt t.ell me hew many Ja,s there were in 
• • .. . ' 

an entering clMtl 1 IOlittm ·in Jmarica ·increas:i.J¥Jly imolves a balancing of the in-

tar11u of ethm.c, matal am4 mligia• g1QJ111~ Israel was a "Jad.sh" polit1oal issue 
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. • • 'lhere has al.ways 'been ncvemnt in am out of Jewish identity; and perhaps the 

nost surprising fact about this pieroneoon is that those wh:> "]'(DVe rarely oo so because 

of the logic of their new faith's or Judaism's theology. Hel.igious decisions are exis­

tential decisions which grow out of private needs, rot theoretical decisions whi~ grow 

oot of the force of conceptual analysis. ''We want our children to be raised in a oon­

sistent religious environment." ''When I was growing up I spent a surmer at a oongre­

gational camp and I was turned on.'' ''I organized a 11arch on a local nuclear pcMer 

plant arxi nrf rabbi refused to go along." 'lhe question, · 'wh¥ be a Jew', is treated 

with theoretical detadment atl.y by those to wino the question is oot an imnediate one. 

Jewish identity assunes the existence of a ·Jewish cxmmmity am so any dis­

cussion of the question, 'why be a Jew', must address the ~ issue of the survival 

of the Jewish camuni.ty. we face two questions: aces· the world-wide camuni.ty of Jews :_ ) 

play a central and oonsequential role in God '-s plans and. that process we call civili­

mtion, am is it an enoobling and healing experience to be and ·becme a Jew? 

During the nineteenth century saue Western Je,,s drew on older thoo~ogical con­

cepts about election arxi oovenant, put these into an activist oontext, and developed a 

theological justification of Jewish survival which was satisfying to .many. 'Ibis set 
. . 

of ideas, whi~ textbooks label the cbctrine of the mission of Israel, said in effect: 

that the genius of the Jewish pec:ple was the first tx> sense ·the ina&quacy of ~anism 

am polytheism am to transfonn shrine religion intx> • ethical llDl'X)theism, . 'lhe perception 

of the oneness of Gcx1 and the ooooept of religion as what yai cb • outside the sarx:tuary, 

ideas Jews were the first to proc:laim, represent truths which; unfortunately, the world 

has not yet fully accepted am made lts own, so Ja,s CXJlltinue ·tx> have the obJ _igati.an 
. . . 

' 
.- ~ tc teach these ~ truths ~ reason, exmaple and ·actian: "You are My wi messes, 

s ays the lm:'d •• • . . 
.. 
• • 

918 ninet:elnth omtm:y was an age 'of tadm>logical proJress, sweeping soc:taJ . . . . . 

change, inclwing JKmpll[iq and naive mnfidance in J111D'a abllit.y to . a:ansfm:J1, lmaan • 



vi 

of the here and rrM, and the mission of Israel oonoept was nade to fit in .nicely with 

this new set of hunan expectations. '.Dle Je,, of Frankfort or Iondon lived his religion 

as he \\10rked to reshape his cxmrunity's political and eooroni.c structures aexx>rcling to 

Anos' standards of righteousness and justice. 'lb cite various. analogies which were 

favorites at the time, the Je,, was to be the leaven in the oough, the enzyme in the or-

ganism, the catalyst which precipitated humane social change, one of God's shock troops 

in the cause of social justice. 

'Ihe mission theme exhooes a certain robility, the call to social justice is a CDtr­

P ellin:J one, and was quite popular; but for all its J;X>pularity, it raised as many ques­

tions as it answered. First off: what did the speaker, the Jew, nean by justice or right­

a:rusness? 'Ihese are glorioos words, but justice neant one thing to the self-satisfied 

Gennaru.sh burgher and quite arother cluster of J;X>licies to his university educated, 

J;X>litically radical son. Tems require context." Values have to be tied to life. I have 

heard Hitler, Chanberlain and Richard Nixon praise peace. 'Ihoodore Herzl.recx,gnized 

eighty years ago that in. certain oontexts the nobles~ words can b~ little nore than oon­

v entional cartt0.11Plaoes. ''We must mt confuse this application of the word (mission) 

w ith that given to it in speakinJ of tmse poor m:mks who set forth for the wild 

p laces of the world to ~ the Christian ~spel to cannabilistic tribes. 'lhe Jew­

ish ''mission" is sarething sated, caufortable and well-to-a:>. . •. 'lhe missionaries 

-are excellently situated.• 

ArX>ther failinJ of the ·mi.ssion theme was that it was oveniielmi.BJly outer-dir-

e cted. Many beam it 1111' to the· Ja,s: you serve Q:>d sigrtj.ficantly ooly as you work to 
. . . 

. . 
e radicate ar to 1-1 ta poverty. 'lhe aistam am the tradi.Uons of the re-

ligious life, all that · gi'V811 beauty and waxmth to Jewish life, hate ci,servance, syna-

g ogue warahip and traAit:imal l.aaming, 011DB to be seen as -t:laJ, if not as 

-· 
. . . . 

' mt ~pxi1ecl. In aate oesea the m>re the Jw eSIOJSed the 

... ~~ .... b:11t■slf with Jadah life, tba Jewish traditicn and 

'111DID •=t:aUIIJt. •LDm1tecl MIi)' cutoeat lldmrity_ .... his 

• 
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'lhe mission thete was silenced by the desparate ~st of the ncdern Je,, to be 

a citizen of the larger world. He had been kept outside for centuries am ro,,, when he 

\t8S finally allowed in, he wanted ro part of any program of Je..,ish .identity which kept 

him socially or politically apart. SUch folk were detenni.ned to put behim them any 

attitude \,,ID.ch suggested that they were ,!X)t \tilole-hearted, hmxlred am one percent . . 
. . 

Frenchnen or Gennans or cosnopoli tans, aoo they .were oot beyond using the ooncept of 

_mission as a club with which to attack the Zionist pioneers wtX> had begun to clear the . . 

lam and swanps of Palestine in preparation far the re-establishment of a Jewish national 

lnte. 'lhe argunent went this way: if Je..,s were to be a leaven in the oough, tie cata­

lyst for world-wide social chan}e, obvi01.Sly, they had to be out in the world. flle 

\\Orld=wide scattering of Je..rish settletents was rot galut, exile, the tenn the rabbinic 

tradition had used to describe Je,,ish life since the loss of a national bane; but a 

diaspora, a positive oomition. Only by being scattered ooul.d Je..,s be cxmsequential to 

the energence of the brave new world. 'lb put Jews in Palestine was to flaunt God's 

pn:poses. Sare forty years ago a rabbi of Talple Emanu-El. in New York City put this 

argment this way: "I)) mt ask nw people to becx:me Zionists and g::, am oonfine their 

best energies within that little beloved lam beyond the Mediterranean blues. God 

bless Zion - Israel• s cradle aoo the prqilets • hane am· the patriarchs' great tati:>s. 

G:>d bless thlse that seek the peace of Jerusalem and even txx1ay would enhance its glor­

ious beauty. NlO will not rejoice to send loving gifts am ornaments to the silver-
. 

haired IIDther o£ ours - the nother of religion and- divine progress? ~t will ye say . 

that l1fi peq,le has toiled am loved these mmy years, t;hat ·it has st.ruggled its way 

through the world, that it had lived the strenmus heroic life, that it has taken 

part in the trade, the arts, the lettem, the scia10e, the politics of all natioos, 

that it has gone throur:#l all fJ■t is ~ passed t:hm\llh all watem and bled en all bat-
• • . ' 

tlefielda, in crcJar IIQlf to go badt to Palestine am .fann a secluded spi rltnaJ sect, 

Jib, nol • (Hymn Bnalaw) • 
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nineteenth centur:y utopiMS, was exposed as a mirage by the mirxlless tragedy of the 

first World War. '!he brave new world was still the sane old jungle except that nen ra,, 

lielded "1eapons far nore dangerous than darts am spears. 'lhe generation that believed 

in universal values, inevitable progress am the brothermod of nen of good will had 

to aanit that its hopes were revealed as haive by the battle of the Marne_. Dachau am 

HirosruJIB drove the final nails into the ooffin of these romantic visions. We oo lo~er 

believe that there is a fella-,ship of good will out there or that man can be trusted 

to use his nachines wisely. Machines and progress are not syrx>nynous. '!here . is that 

little red box am all th:>se Dr. Strangeloves. OUrs is a oold world, and tho\¢ we 

still need prophetic idealism, we also need a wann religious life so we went back to 

the books and recovered their full message. '!he mission folk had amitrarily cut Juda-
. 

ism in half. OUr fathers had rot taU#}t that religion was what happened outside the 
, 

sarctuary, but that shrine religion was only part of the story. '1he 'lbrah contains 

"love your neighbor as yourself" ain "reterber the Sabbath Day." It was oot a case 

of either righteousness or ritual, but of spiritlial _encx,uragenent and social ooncern. 

In the nineteenth centur:y political liberals were fond of qooting Anos, and a 

disproF()rtiona:te nunber of Jews were to be found ano~ the groups seeking to refonn the 

old order. But when the west began to reoognize that civilization was IDt 1imi ted to 

Europe, an uooerstandiBj which cane quite late, we had to oonsider that there were 

many ~ts of the wor;ld where JUdaism had ro standiBj and where Jews played oo signi­

ficant role. It is one thing to clama that Jews have been remarkably .useful to the 
. . 

\tJOl:'ld. It is quite aoot:her thing tc claim that Jews and JUdaism satehow are indispen­

sible, that without us civilization \\OUld disapp¥tr, and social prgress would be im­

p oasible. Fmn Mahatma Chancli to Martin IDt:her' Kirq many of the towering leaders of 

. 
social progxeas in our centm:y have been men who were murished by other religious 

•• 
• . ' • 

t:raditicnl. It ia bud to see Jews as the enzyme for~ in Imia or Olina. 

Ne bava giwn am,pe its Bible and its vision of aociaJ justice. we have given 
• 

Jal• ita unitarian thrmogy and warship pat.tacnll. In tba tnaal fth centuty we h~ped 
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transfer the ptllosq:nic deposit .of Greece to Europe. In the fifteenth am sixteenth 

centuries we taught Europeans to read the Bible in the original arx1 to value the stmy 

of Scripture, iJXli.vidual oonscience, in a way which the medieval church had neglected. 

In the nineteenth centw:y the Olristian world developed its social gospel on the basis 

of Anos arxi Isaiah. Turn on the radio ~ Sumay no.ming to an hrur of Biblical p.roplecy 

and you will realize hcM inportant Judaism is to the nessianic constructs of fundanental 
. . 

Christianity. But it is one t:hinJ to insist that Jews am Judaism have beeri aJXi are 

of srne real significance, arx1 quite another to clann that we are iJXli.spensible to 

. progress.. In any case, abstract discussions of Jewish oontributions to civilization 

though :. ·. historically interestin} are mt personally oonpelling. 

Actually, there is unassailable rationale of Jewish survival arx1 m totally cxm­

vincing argument as to why a JEM ought to remain a JStl; or, for that matter, a Christian 

a Christian or a Muslim a Muslim. SUrvival is a given, mt a dem:mstrable argment~ 

Life establishes its own right to be. Sane of us are deteJ:mi.ned to be Jews to spite 

those who were/are deteIInined to destroy the Jews. .Emil Fackenl)eim insists that since 

World War II a new 001111.anluent exists: you shall mt give to Hitler a !X)Sthl][[OUS vic­

tory. others are I1DV8d to be active Jewishly because of our enDtional response to 

the erergence of the State of Israel, mt sinply because it is there or beca~e it 

is ours, but becatJSe Israel represents a trimpl of the hunan ·spirit. Mankirxi can be 

brutalized, yet, saoet:hing in the hman spirit is incbnitable. QJt of the lblocaust 

\e built a state. Ci.v:iJjzation can rise nan the ashes. sane Slllply love and respect 

their parents. 

I am QODVimed that it is best to begin a discussion of 'why be a Ja,' en a 

p!rSC>nal level. tlat am/does beiD:J ,;Jewish mean tone? I am because I am. I have an 

inalienable right tD be "1hlt I am~ wish to be. ~ Jadsh ·peque is because we are. 
• ' 

adstax:e cannot be dlllliecl tD 111. We are. rur prlmuy questial ~ mt to the ~ 

af the am:vt 1110r14, t:hDIJlll W Dlllt at l•at CXIISider the ques­

of par• tctpatkm in Jad.~ life. lihat a) 

' 
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I/can I finq. in Judaism which allows ne to gro,,, to beoane, to transcend my limitations? 

Identity is oot given. Identity nust be achieved. In detel:min.irY:J our future, talents 

am force of will are inportant, but, to a surprising degree, we becane what we becane 

because of the place in which we find ourselves and the influences bearing upon us. I 

am what I am because of my family, because of the schooling that was offered to me, be­

cause of the social context in which I grew up and now live, because I had a Jewish hone 

and a Jewish education. My decision was to explore my world and open myself to its sub­

tler insights. I could not change my childhood, and did not want to, so I opened myself 

to the traditions of the Jewish people and to the . records of various encounters between 

Jews and God. As I took these experiences into myself and tried to urderstand them I 

found that I was not only encouraged to be part of a long-lived, historic and courageous 

people, but that my own life took on a satisfying shape and that I gained wisdom and a 

sense of purpose. It seems to me that the value of Judaism for the 1ndividual and the 

reason for the survival of the Jewish people is that it allows us to shape.our lives 

within a grand, rich and insightful religi~us civilization. How do I know? I know. I 

have felt the change. 

I believe in the far 11\YStery. I believe that there is some ultimate signifi­

cance involved 1n the surv:l val of the Jewish people. I believe that God touched Jewish 

history with significance back there at Sinai; how else explain our continuing signifi-
I • 

cance despite our 11mited numbers; but I also believe that it is foolish to try to un­

ravel the 11\YStery. Years of beirg put orr by writers who know God's mind have convinced 

me of the wisdan iq>licit 1n the ca111.ent or the rabbi who advised his colleagues: "Seek 

not to explain God's 1ftWS to nan tor these are bey.om your urnerstand1ng." 

I do not laDf haf our ccmtimance as Jews affects the world, but I know that it 
• 

has ern>bled ...... DeCalllMt or~..,,. ,exposure to this people -- its sacrifices am 
its heroiall - DMIIIIINt to t.b1e traditicm - it,a wiadan am its hl.lD81'lity -
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What follows is not theology but a suggestion as t :o how the question, 'why be 

a Jew', can be usefully approached. Since I believe that Judaism is best defined as a 

living, developing tradition, as the religious civilization of th~ Jewish people rather 

than as a foxed doctrine or a revealed legislation, I have not attempted to develop 

systematically the various Jewish affirmations. Rather, I have tried to present a way 

of thinking about being Jewish and about becaning an active Jew which, I hope, has the 

value of being fresh and suggestive, and may I use that awful word, relevant? 

• .. . 
• 

I 



Chapter- 1 

DOING WHAT COMES NATURALLY 

A bench in Fr-ont oF a r-ustic lodge. Mid-morning. A middle-aged 
,~ ebbi in Pendleton shirt and gray Flannel slacks seated on the bench. A 
t,,~ozen or so campers sprawled on the gr-ass. Sunshine. A typical camp 
{ nsti tute scene. 

A voice Fr-om the lawn: It doesn't bother- me that I am a Jew and 
f ~hat•s what bothers me. I have never- Felt an outsider. I don't doubt that 
; ~her-e is anti-semitism, but I have not personally encounter-ad it. In any 
t: ase, I want my religion~s decisions to be positive ones. Being Jewish or­
;~eing anything has to make a diFFer-ence in me, and that is the problem. My 
l/ome is just like the Smith's next door-. I went to Sabbath School. John 
#~nt to Sunday School, but as Far- as I can see the only distinction between 
us is that we celebrate ho~idaye at diFFerent times o~ the year. We have 
~one to the same schools. We like ihe same music and, generally, think alike . • 

f don't doubt that there were diFFerences. My parents talk about the Holo-
~aust and Israel. My grandparents tell me how close-knit Jewish Families 
~~re and wax nostal~ic about the holidays oF their childhood. I do not 

. l1oubt the civilizing value oF the Bible or- t~at there have been a dispropor-
f fonete number oF Jewish Nobel Pr-ize winners~ but that•·s the past or someone 
~lse•s accomplishment. For me the question is personal and immediate. · I 
i~&t do not see that being Jewish makes much diFFerence to me. 

. The Institute had invited me to lead a discussion on the theme: why 
~ea Jew? I had prepared a two-word response: why not? Everyone must have 

n identity. We all belong to various communities. The jargon ter-m is 
,· e,Ference groups. No one is just himsel F. I could think oF many label& less 
,,oble and oF many less wise . and colorFul religioua cul ture·a than aura, so 
~•hy not be a Jew? 

I had complained long and loud when my parent■ insisted that the Family 
' a together each Friday night ar-ound the Sabbath table and that I give up 

to add up ,;a - - · 1■c• J.n - .-
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schoolyard baseball For aFter-scho_ol Hebrew lessons, but I came to appreciate 

the ties oF Family and, in retrospec~, am pleased my mind was nurtured by a 

high religious culture rather than by the sweeping conFusion, incredible 

depersonalization and disintegrating structures, not to mention the vulgarity 

which marks so much oF our world. I know I do not want my children .to have 

a mass media identity. I have been a child and I am a parent and I can 

testiFy that a Jewish home and the Jewish world can be an emotionally secure 

and culturally exciting environment, so why not be a Jew? 

Such reasoning will satisFy a FiFty-year old who has known some oF 

the quieter satisractions oF the Jewish experience and has come to terms with 

himselF and history, but not a restless eighteen-year old who is eager to 

discover For himselF who he is and what liFe is all about. At eighteen o~ 

twenty no one wants td settle For the liFe oF his parents. There are so 

many new places to go and experiences to enjoy. He wants the best, not just 
' 

the Familiar. He wants to try the high road and break new ground, and so 

my two words become a week-long conversation . which ranged over theology, 

philosophy, politics, the institutions oF Jewish liFe, _ ethics and the realities 

oF being a Jew in a convulsed world. 

I hesitate to call what Follows a dialogue, not only because this is 

a composition and not the transcription oF a tape, but because I did not re­

strict myself to the role oF a passive adult who values the expression of 

Feeling• so highly that he is unwilling to correct error• oF fact or challenge 

that overconfident dogmatism which is oFten a young person's way of asserting 

himaelf. I ■m not by temperament a facilitator. I am a rabbi. I have con­

viction■ and I am prepared to defend them. I tried as beat I could to disabuse 

them a~ mi ■inParmation and to force the group to take a aecond and third look 

at th■ conv■ntian■ l ■■aamption• of their peer■ and their everyday environment. 

I ■m told that I ■ma good li■tener, but I have idea■ and I wanted the week 

1:o add up to ■ ch■ll■ng■• W■ talked. 
. 

Dar aanv.-.. tlan took pl■c■ in ■ particular tima, in• particular 



3 

• 

context, and emong a particular group of people. Most were in their late 

teens and were products of middle-class homes, suburban publi_c school systems 

end the nineteen-seventies. They were sufficiently involved in Jewish life 

to risk a week et such a camp. A few had toured Israel. None considered 

themselves pious, though a number were active in their congregations. They 

did not ask for and I did not present an outline of basic Judaism. The issues 

were personal. They asked whether it was possible for Judaism to play an 

enhancing role in their lives. Conversation et dinner turned on the baseball 

pennant race and youth group gossip. Several were in love but most seemed 

intereste~d in the problem to which we kept returning: why be a Jew? _ 

Why not? Deciding on a religion is not like setting out to buy a 

suit of clothes or a dress. We cannot pick any suit w~ic_h entices our fancy 

off the racH. We derive our identity from experiences, from our environment 

and from reflection on all that happens to us. Faith develops dialectically. 

We are born into a given family, community and culture and are conditioned 

by our world long before we begin to think critically about its values. A 

young child does not separate his self from all that happens about hi~. He 

lives, as en animal lives, largely by doing what comes naturally. A■ we 

mature, as our mind and imagination develops, we begin to m~ke judgments about 

cl.I"" environment, but the self is never an unconditoned "I". A■ we grow we 

consciously and unconsciously weave ideas which have come to ua from our reading 

the talk and action■ of our peer group, television, parents and oLr own re­

flections and experience■ into an identity. In religious matter■ the collective 

religiou■ ap~rit precede• ■n individual'• faith. Judaism seem■ n■ta.ral and 

comfortable to me while Hinduiam doe■ not. Per-hap• it would be more accurate . . 

to ••Y Judaian i ■ ■ liv■ option ■nd • reaiity ta which I mu■t make ■ re■ponae 

where Hindu! ... l ■ only ■n ab■tr■ctlan. Life may t■lc■ u■ rer rro11 01.r root~ 

but,•• er; Fraud h■■ taught u■, •• n■v■r •h•k• aur■■lv■■ completely free of 

th■m. 

No one 1• .. 1t'--■de. Ve beaDlte no1: · only what our talent• and au- will 

1 
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allow us to become but, to a large degree, what home, school and culture 

permit us to become. 

Wait a minute. I do my homework. No one does it for me. I will 

choose my career. No one is going to tell me what to do. 

Did you see a Jean Trufaut film called The Wild Child? About a century 

ago in France a boy was abandoned by his parents and raised by wolves. When 

he was found at about the age of nine he was not only illiterate and fearful 

of human contact but unaware of the use of speech to communicate ideas. His 

environment was wild and so was he. 

But that• s a movi.e. 

Yes, but it was based on an actual case. Without family, schools, books, 

music, friends, we would not progress far beyond the instinctive survival 

skills. Weeds gr:ow without cultivation; flowers do not. 

Don't be so uptight about .being independ~nt. George Bernard Shaw said 

it with customary verve: "Independence, that's middle-class blasphemy. We 

are all dependent on one another, every soul of us on earth." You can make 

too much of freedom. Were it not for our absorption of culture, each of us 

would have to reinvent the wheel. The wild child had only his instincts to 

rely on. We are . free to make conscious decision& precisely becaus~ we absorb 

like sponges the world others have made and use that knowledge· to help ua put 

together a purposeful life. 

Ou-- Bible faithfully depicts the human condition. After creasing the 

Reed Sea, the ex-slaves were free, free and undiaciplined, free and suicidal. 

They grumble~ againat Mo•••• Maddened by hunger and unable to ■ee beyond 

their hunger they demanded to be taken back to their miserable life in Egypt. 

They remained ■n unruly mob until et Sinai they accepted rule■ and camm■nd­

m•nt■. Now there w■■ dir•ctian. For -th• fir■t time the . I ■raelite■ ware rree 

ta m■k■ 110m■th1ng ar their liv••• Sam■ ar · th■ ■a■t ind■p■nd■nt rolk I know 

w■r■ r■i ■■d in tightly-arg■niz■d ham•• which •■int■in■d ·ct■rin■d ■t■ndard■• 

A stro"lil ■■n•• pr Nlr art■n d■v■lap■ b■■t whar■ thar■ ■r■ can■i ■t■nt 

I 
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disciplines, predictable rules and highly visible benchmarks. 

A voice From the lawn called me back From Further digression on the 

paradox that we achieve Freedom through selF-discipline. My Folks aren't 

hypocrites but I can't see where being Jewish has made them better than most 

Folk or, For that matter, diFFerent. 

Another voice cut in: ·1 read about those prayer breakFasts where 

senators, businessmen and generals begin the day with bowed heads only to 

spend the rest oF the day manipulating the levers oF power. Aren't they a 

bunch oF hypocrites? 

The voice oF reason, obviously my 
. . 

voice: Question the value oF such 

an exercise iF you want, but not the sincerity oF the participants. Many oF 

those who attend those Washington breakFasts are not hypocr.ites. Their Faith 

is not a put-on. IF you want to understand religion you must learn not to 

dismiss out oF hand what you do not ·understand or ag---ree with. 

Let me give you an example oF what I mean. In April oF 1979 1 under not 

so gentle pressure exerted by the United States, the Prime Minister oF Israel, 

Menachem Begin, and the President oF Egypt, Anwar Sadat, met et Camp David to 

craw up terms For a peace conFerence between their nations. The negotiations 

successFully completed, a public ceremony was organized at the White Houe '.F.or 

the Formal aigning of the accords. On that occasion each oF the heada of 

state made en appropriate speecn. I remember being struck that each man, · 

d1..ring the coa.rae of hi■ remark■, quoted t~e ••m• line from the prophet Isai~h: 

"They ■hall beat their ■word■ into plough ■hare■ and their ■pears into pruning 

hook■• Nation llh■ll not lift up ■word again■t nation. Neither shall they 

learn wa- any mar■." Th■ next aay both Sadat and Begin put the peace conference 

behind ■nd ~•nt up ta the Hltl.11 to petition Congre•• to ■ell more arm■ to their 

re■pectiv■ ■111tary, ■net th■ Amer-lc■n Pre■ident held• pres■ conference in 

which h■ ■xpl■lnec:1 th■ 1:r .. ty in . th■ cold tarm■ of g■o-politi~•• 
. 

b■■n .known ta quote Scrlpta.r■ -rar no better p1..rpoae 

l■■dar ■poke from the heart. 
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Each is a confirmed believer, in fact a rather traditional believer. Jimmy 

Carter affirms an evangelical form of Protestant Christianity, Menachem Begin 

practices orthodox Judaism, and Anwar Sadat follows the Sunni tradition of 

Islam. Why then the sudden shift from a vision of peace to the agenda of 

national defense? As traditional believers they look on this text as a 

messianic promise rather than a mandate for universal disarmament. They 

know it begins, "in the end of days it .shall come to pass", ·and that this 

is not yet the end of days. Their respective religious traditions have a 

sensitive appreciation of complex emotions which course· in the human soul and 

of the uncertainty_ of the poli'tics which determine the futUl""'e. Each has been 

taught by his tradition that realistic prudence as well as prophetic commit-

ment are required of man, at least as long as the world remains unredeemed. 

You suggest that religion tolerates, even applauds, military preparations. ' 
. 

Aren't war and guns the interests of the devil rather than God? 

Some traditions are pacifist. .Judaism was the First amo_ng the religic;,ns 

oF mankind to project the vision of universal peace; but .our sages also taught: 

'iF one comes to kill you, kill him First•. Don't be among those who _make • 

the mistake of equating religion with a set oF moral absolutes. In order to 
I 

be a peace maker, you must still be alive. A religious tradition .which did 

not oFFer both the high vision and practical everyday advice would not be 
' 

terribly useful. 

·oefine religion then • 
. 

"Religion is that clu■ter of' memories and myths, rites and customs, 

,· idea• and institution■, that pulla together the life of a person or group 

into a meaningful whole" (Harvey Cox). 

Life mu■t have coherence and we need to feel that there is more ahead 

than fru■tr■tion, illn••• and the grave. We Fear aimlea■n•••• We need to 
. 

know th■t •• are not running around in circl••• Religion■ provide cer-tiFi-

c■tlon ■nd aanrirm■tion or• group•• ■■piratlan■ ■nd value■. -Every ■ociety 

ha■, ar he• had,• r■llgiou■ component rar th■ good re■■on that no group can 
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function successfully unless it is satisfied that its energies are directed 

meaningfully, that its values are valid and ·that its efforts will be rewarded. 

Religions exist because we cannot manage without them. Mental and social 

health require that we overcome our doubts and fears. The religious ~ .netei::1~:is 

as natural to us AS the need to love . ... . 

Ai 1 re). iglons grew . owt pV- -,~he uni versa! human need for a vision which 

provides order end a sense of direction to life. The key element in religion 

is the promise of redemption. Redemption may be seen as that clarity which 

brings order into the confusions of everyday life, as that confidence which 

allows us to overcome the fear of death, as the possession of sacred rituals 

which will guarantee a good ha~vest or fertility; or as the conviction that 

we belong to that part of humanity who can and will be saved from defeat or 

anonymity. The redemptive promise may take the shape of resurrection, a 

messianic age, the Promised Lend, the New Jerusalem, the victory of the pro­

letariat. Our experiences are varied and confusing. Religion sees a higher 

' purpose within the confusion. Religions exist because we cannot do without 

such a sense of purpose. · Psychologists describe the need to find order as 

one of the built-in primitives of our emotional apparatus. "Apparently we 

can adapt ourselves to anything our:- imagination can cope with except chaos. 

Religion represents the insights, symbols, rituals and ethical principles 
~ 

by which a society confirms that there is in fact order and hope. I could 
. 

give you a number of sophisticated definitions of religion; but perhaps it's 

easiest to aay simply that"religion is all ~hat we do to prove· to ourselves 

that God is not mad~ (Salvador be Madrirga). 

A Friend of mine, oF no particular religious persuasion, traveled 

with me to the Alp■• We watched the sun aet across the anew-bound peaks 

and I remember hi■ ... yl·ng: "Thi• 1 ■ the closest I've come ~a • religioue 

experience. I doul;lt th■t · ao much beauty could exi ■t by ·chance." · He had 

■en■ed ard.,. and anc■ yau ••n•• order you begin ta ■en■e • guiding hand or 
. 

lndwe111'1i1 ■plrl~. God 1• nat ••d• Th■t ■impl• ■rrirm■tian 1• the bedrock 

on whlah ■11 rellglan■ ■1:and. 
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Animals respond out of .instinct to their envir.onment. They struggle 

to survive as we do but they do not wonder why or whether they are going 

about it in the right way. Alone of all animate creatures, humans are aware 

of being alive. For better or worse, we are conscious of the .Fact that life 

is full of contradictions; all too brief; and often terribly bruLsing; that 

there is injustice in human society; some have more; some have less; and 

that there are strange quirks in our personality; some accept eaaily, some 

must wrestle with the fates. We know we do not always do what we mean to 

do. We cannot help wondering what life is and what death is and whether 

there is any purpose to all our exertions. Do we know what is right and .what 

can we, what should we, do about it? These are religious questions. 

We cannot survive, certainly not sanely or successfully, caught in a 

web of paralysing doubt. So~ething ·in each of us reaches out to Find hope 

and meaning and finds it. Psychologists speak of a will to believe. The 

self-conscious human needs to know that there is a way that he/she ought to 

go, a way which gives meaning and grace to what would otherwise be a hapless 

journey. Questions of purpose and value are asked by all out of the common 

need to resolve the contradictions which we experience every day and the 
. ' 

answers we Find and share provide coherence, a center, a Focus to oLr lives. 

A common need seems to exist For us ~o be in touch with a hope which 

frees us From the contradictions inherent in oLr mortality. Once articulated, 

society enshrine• theae vision• in religious structures and creates rituals 

and sacred moment■ which affirm their validity, ~ncourage us to do al.I"' duty 

and remind u■ that we _.e not alone in al.I"" hopes. 

The heart of Judlli ■m i• not the philaaophic statement, Gad i• one, 

but the religiau■ ■t■tetnent that the Gad who redeemed our ■nce■tor■ From 

Egypt ■nd brought th1111 to the Prami ■ed Landi■ the Gad .who will fulfill Hi• 

covenanted pro■l•• ta give the world pe■c■, Ir■■l . ■ec&.rity in it■ l•n~ and 
, 

the 1ndlvlclulll 'th• pa .. lb111ty or ■ ru1ri1111'1a lira. ft■l1g1an■ cad■ much oF 

thei~ 



not spend all our lives wandering around in the barren wilderness but, that 

with God's help, we will cross over Jordan and enter the Promised Land. 

We are born not by any act of choice. We will die not by choice and 

• 
most of us not at a time of our choosing. Life is not only brief but con-

fusing. There is no way to prove that we should go one way and not another 

or that the goals we have formulated are worthwhile or attainable, but we 

need to believe that what we do is right and that our best laid plans are 

intelligently formed and that their effect will be consequential, in brief, 

that there is hope for us. 

We are religious because we are aware of being alive and desperately 

need to resolve the contradictions of existence. We need to find life a 

potentially ennobling experience and not a bitter life sentence without hope 

or parole. We are religious not because we believe but because we need to 

believe; and, consciously or unconsciously, we all believe. 

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

Then you really don't know yourself. I think you probably use• 

purely institutional definition of religion. What you are saying is that 

you do not Feel close to what happens in your synagogue. Whet I am saying .is 

that Judaism, Christianity, Islamisrn, Hinduism are ?lassie religions, but 

not the only ones and that, in feet, everyone ha■ religious beliefs. You 

believe in yol.l"'self. You believe in democracy and_justice. You believe 

that you can b~ happy ■nd o&.r world a better place. You think you can ahape 
. 

. yoLr life. On wh■t ba■i• do you hold the•• convictions? 

They're _right. 

How do you know? 

Everyone b■li■ve■ in them. . 

Not-,. In· Chlna th■ lndividu■l i■ taught to ■ubordin■te hi ■ ego to 

awn w■y but duty ar the ■t■te to organize 

■cien­

.... l.llilh bath yau ■nd 
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he, or his ghost, may object to be so labeled. 

If all religions help us transcend doubt and despair, there is some 

good in each; but I can't believe Maoism and Judaism should be mentioned in 

the same breatb. How do I know that a religious way is right and its teach­

ings truly ennobling? 

Every religious tradition confirms a vision and is, in that sense, 

redemptive; but not all visions are sensitive or healthy. There are libera­

ting visions and malignant ones. As in every other aspect of life, one must 

learn to be discriminating in matters religious. Each rel~gion consecrates 

a particular set of actions as necessary to the unfolding of the promise 

and these can and must be judged. Even within a religious tradition there 

can be beneficent and malevolent understandings of the teachings and rituals. 

Christianity has had its recluses and its social gosp~l. Judaism has had 

its mystics and its philosophers. Various individuals and groups will em­

phasize different means, duties, by which the goal can be attained - prayer, 

magic, vigorous citizenship, withdrawal from the world. 

Above the Ark in our synagogue there is a wooden replica of the two 

tablets which bore the Ten Commandments. The commandments are specific. 
. . 

"You shal 1 noimurder, steal, comm! t . ed.Jl tery ,· 

Aren't ethics and religion synonymous terms? 

bear false w~tness, covet." 

You seem to suggest that 

religion deals in dreams rather than in duties. 

Religion include■ but transcend• ethic■. The ethical goal is good­

ness. The religious goal 1• holine■a. Some have deacribed holiness as the 

high we get when oLr doubt■ are reaolved and everything fall• into place. 

That•• too pede■trian ■ definition. Thing■ Fall into place when we feel 

that we h~v• ■■n■ed th■ my■tary too deep for word■, what life i ■ ■11 about. 

In Jud■i■m haline■■ 1• th■ ■p■ci■l ~ttribute of Gad, of the hidden reality, 

which 1■ •~l w■ will ■Y■r' know or th■ 111y■tary; ■nd every ■■peat of Judai-, 

th■ ■-ari■■ ■nd hop■■ and th■ l■■g■■ , th■ rit■■ ■nd th■ 

a 
. , 

wl'dlln t;he •~---~ there 1■ ■ God who■• 
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nature is to be steadFast to the terms oF His covenant. Myth is best deFined 

as symbolic thought. One of the core myths oF Judaism underscores this point. 

Moses is on Mt. Sinai. He hes served God well and now asks the invisible 

God a special Favor: "Show me Your Presence." Men is by nature curious. 

Mysteries exist to be penetrated, but man cannot see God. So Moses is told 

to tLrn to the rock while God "makes ell His goodness pass nearby". Thia 

language insists that God's presence has the ethical deeply embedded in it. 

God, as we know Him, is not simply power but wise purpose. 

Holiness is a vision of a consecrated life. Ethics are the norms by 

which we menage honorably our day to day relations. E~hics deals with right 

and wrong in terms of human behavior. Religion expresses the group's under­

standing of right and wrong in terms of the redemptive d~mensions of . life, 

as Divine commands, and thus provides a ground for moral imperatives. Holi­

ness includes the conventional virtues, but goes beyond them. If religion 

were simply a collection of ethical propositions it would be more like a 

'civics class then the rich complex of redemptive themes and ceremonies that 

it • 1 s. A religion's definitions of holiness will determine what it declares 

to be right and whet it considers es wrong. In Judaism suicide is wrong. 

God gave us life and set its limits. In Shinto ritual suicide, hari-kari, 

is considered a virtue since honor is the ·necessary condition of life. DLr 

vision of the holy force■ ua to commit 01.raelves to the Torah's do's and 

don•ts. The familiar image of God, the Holy On•, revealing the law to Moses 

is, among other thing■, a metaphor of thi ■ idea. 

When we try to decide whet i ■ right we recognize that our judgment■ 
' • 

reflect a particular cultLr■l context; and perhap■ • good bit of ■elf-serving 
' 

, rationalization. When Gad ■p■■k■ we feel that Hi ■ commandment■ define right 

and wrong ■nd ar■ b■yand que■tion, unconditional: · "Ith•• been told you, o 

man, wh■t 1• good and what th■ Lard require■ of _you." Religion put■ iron in 

o&.r mar■l Jvc:tg ■nt■ praal .. ly b■c■u■■ DLr ■atlon■ now conform to a vi ■ion of 

P■r■■n■nae 

• 
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Some religious traditions separate the spiritual and the ethical 

rather dramatically. Paul, the Christian founder, Felt constrained by the 

Torah's way and cut the close tie between the holy and the ethical which the 

Biblical tradition affirmed. Man, he said, is saved not by deeds but by 

faith. Lacking Faith no man can master his libido, original sin. · Redemption 

becomes entirely the work of God's grace. Pauline Christians have little 

difficulty understanding that religion and ethics are distinct categories 

of thot..ght. Jews do. For us holiness and honorable behavior are inseparable. 

No wonder Christian scholars began to describe Judaism as an ethical mono­

theism; the worship of the one God through obedience to prescribed norms of 

conduct which are largely ethical in content. 

Let me heighten the contrast. Ask you-self whether all religions en­

courage those values we instinctively label as ethically valid: openness, 

love, honesty, Family end social justice. 

Yes. 

No. 

Silence. Finally, I filled the void. When Germany's best and bright­

est went to Hitler's youth camps, did the Nazi rituals encourage them to be 

sensitive, generous and peace-loving? Hitler diaparaged the Bible as a blue­

print for. a slave mentality. He wanted strength, force, a commitment to the 

state, absolute obedi■nce from the blond-haired, . blue-eyed scions of the 

master race. He taught the right of might. Sympathy wa■ • weakness. 

Nazii11111 1• not ■ religion. It•••• political philosophy, perhaps• 

madneaa, but not ■ religion. 

Why not? 

It' ■ evil. 

Mu■t rellglontt b 

YMi 



13 

included all the features of a religion: strong faith in• charismatic 
leader, total commitment to a set of values which are held to be of cosmic 
importance, certainty that there is only one truth and that all error must be 

' suppressed, grand public pageants at holy shrines like Nurenberg, a bible, 
Mein KampF, a messianic vision oF a redeemed world purified by Aryan values 
and Aryan leaders; in short, a redemptive vision. 

For many this was a bit much, but I pressed on with a seemingly tan-
gential question: How would you define a religious person? 

One who takes Faith serious!~ end who lives by hie Faith. 
Wouldn·~t that include the Nazis? 

Someone who is aFFiliated with a congregation. 

Couldn't you call the Nazi ~arty a congregation? 

Silence, so I went aFter another common confusion, that to be religious 
is to be diFFerent From other people, something many people are not. Are 
there religious and non-religious Folk? 

Yes, about halF of all Americans are not members of a church or syna-
gogue. 

Does it Follow that those who are not affiliated with any recognizable 
religious body ere, therefore, non-religious? 

First oFF, not ell religiona require membership. · In India end Chin■ 
. ' people come at will to the local Hindu, Buddhist or Taoist •hrine. There ere 

no shrine memberahip■ or due■• Yau to■■• coin into• box when you are there. 
In the Orient religiau■ life tend■ ta be inclu■ive rather than exclu■ive. You 
need not choa■e between relig~an■• You .c.aD . m■ke.up yoa.r awn mixtu--e or what 
i• available. Many reel that religiau■ bond■ are panoply ■nd not ■tall piau■. 

In cultt..r■■ wher■ religion ■nd th■ daily routine■ w-e ■till intimately . . . . 
connected, ■11 dagr••• of' platy ar■ to be f'ound, including, ·certainly, ■om■ . 
who••• only the •111:DD hua■n •1 ~• r■llgloue ant:.-prl~ end.-■ 
app■ll■dl 

ar-e parva■iv■ 
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became the original Zionist pioneers. Intellectually they were doctrinaire 

socialists who looked on Judaism as an impediment to raising the conscious­

ness oF the Jewish proletariat; they wanted people to trust in soliderlty 

and actual action not ; but, nonetheless, their upbringing end circum-

stances led them to devote their lives to the age-old messianic dream which 

centered on a return to Zion. Piety measures spiritual intensity. Religion 

simply describes the redemptive vision which animates a culture and its 

institutions. 

There are no irreligious Folk; but I've a Friend who is an atheist . 
• 

Many have converted without acknowledging the Fact to one oF the 

highly structured economic ideologies oF the day, ideologies which I would 

argue are, in fact, religious in structure end form; or he may have joined, 

perhaps without being consciously aware of the fact, the ranks of America's 

civic religion. 

What's a civic religion. 
\ 

When cultural anthropologists and sociologists describe a civic re-

ligion, they mean a body oF assumptions which enjoy wide-spread agreement and 

are affirmed by national holidays and rituals. These assumptions deal with I 
:I 

human nature, the nature oF healthy community, citizenship and the national 

purpose. They underlie our law, inform our school curriculum and are evident 

in our. dealing• with each other. The key words here are "assumption." and 

"widespread agreement." Religion involve■ th••• two element&: a set o·F 

conviction■ about the meaning and promiae _or life which gain currency in a 

group which proceed■ to ■hap■ the ■oei■l order ■nd it• culture around them • 
• 

Ob■erver■ de■oribe thi ■ civic religion a■■ ■eculer humanism which 

affirm■■ _public l'aith c■nterad an ■n ethical hunaniam: the autonomous indi-
• 

vidu■l, ~h• Bill al' Right■, putt11~ •ll'■re and . human broth.-hoad. The vi ■ion 

1• of'• humane republic ■lltllb11....._.. ln Ju■tiae. Th■ canun■ndm■nt■ are tho■• 

a, IIDOial -~~ ·•~a~r,,r~R 1 1:he ■econd Tue■day 

in NOY'-Dtlr • - 1~; 

• 
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Memorial and the ballot. This is putting the best possible construction 

on the civic religion. I am aFraid that the cluster oF ideas and insti­

tutions included in America's .civic religion includes competitive sports, 

happiness through having, compptition and live and let live. ln any case, 

though not everyone who is unchurched belongs to this tradition, and many 

who are churched accept some .oF its major promises and premises which are, 

aFter all, in origin Biblical; in eFFect, it provides For those who believe 

all the necessary elements oF a religious Faith: _a promise oF the future, a 

sense oF purpose and a social and personal ethic. Instead oF Micah's syn­

thesis oF the Biblical ~radition I just cited, this Faith's shorthand .message 

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

you; ask what you can do For your country. '' • • 

Where is God in all this? I've always assumed you can't have the one 

without the other. 

You do not have to believe in God to be religious. The most euccessFul 

religious movements oF this century, Leninism end Maoism, are atheist and 

consider the God-Focused religions as opiates oF the masses. It continues 

to surprise some to hear such uncompromising materialistic ideologies described 

as religions, but they are, in F~ct, almost mirror images oF the classic 

religions in their most medieval Form. Portraits oF the Founding aainta 

hang high in ceremonial halls. Mauac;,leum• which contain the body oF the 

patriarch• are object■ of _pilgrimage. A con■•crated acripture ia interpreted 

oFFicially and tho~• who _ que■tion re~eived dogma ■re condemned•• heretic■. 

Book■ are cen110red • . O~lY.. ~~• official truth may be preached. The formation 

oF a p.-■on•• faith 1 ■ c■r~Pully ■upervi ■ed in parochial achoole by ■ zeelou■ 

clergy. There l ■ ■v■n • •••■l■nic _promi ■■: th■ great day when the contra-

dictiona or h .:..: .... v 1 be ■aalv■d -,d th■ ■a• ar cl•■■l••• Joy will envelop 

Chr.lnl■n■ , ■ .few Jew■ ■nd 
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e Few backwoods tribes still caught up in animistic rites which civilized 

folk denounced es heathen Dictionaries of the time reflect the myopia of 

the majority and define religion as faith in the Christ. During the Age of 

Discovery, the West began to recognize that it did not represent the whole 
. 

oF human culture and the list of religions was enlarged to · include Islam, 

Buddhism, Hinduism and such Chinese traditions as Taoism. When scholars began 

to study · seriously the texts of Ther~vada Buddhism and the ConFucian tradi-

tion they began to rec~gni~e that not ell religions were based on Faith . in 

a personal god or gods. Still later, cultural anthropology discovered that 

to discuss religion inteliigently _we needed a methodology which analyzed 

function rather than Form. Rituals are colorful, but to understand a religion 

you must begin with the redemptive ideas oF that group: their particular 

understanding of the meaning oF liFe, their teaching of how the limitations 

oF mortality and the contradicti~ns of history can be transcended, and their 

formulation of the obligations oF redemp~ive living _- the rules, rituals and 

'rites by which. they express and ~onfirm their ideas. The result was a grow­

ing awareness that any serious study of religion must -include not only the 

infinite varieties of Faith and practice which had been set aside •BS primitive 

but the modern secular ideologies which claim to be anti-religious but are 

in Fact precisely that. 

Some years ago I read a Fascinating book which presented the ~io­

graphies of a number of American and English intellectuals who had become 

converts (sic) to Communism in the early yeara of the Russian revolution and 

who later had lost their faith either during the Stalin purge■ or when in 

1939 the Soviet Union signed a non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany. 

Entitled The God That Failed, thia atudy ■uggeated that in mo■t c■••• tho•• 

who gave up on Marx had round the n-d to convar-t rormally to another con­

rirm■tary theology, uau■lly an■•• ■b■aluti ■t ■nd uncompromi ■ing •• the highly 

etructu-■d and ■utharitari■n tradition th■y h■d ■b■ndon■d. 

C■rt■in pr■anallty typ■■ h■v• ■n 1.rg■nt n■■d rar dac~ln■ to b■ •palled 
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out authoritatively. Others need to be able to worship regularly , while 

others have only occasional religious needs usually around the pivotal 

moments of their private lives, marriage, the birth of a child, the death of 

a parent. 

Religion is a matrix of ideas and activities which each of us relates 

to in his own way. In a tight culture everyone shares the myths and memories 

but not necessarily with similar urgency. 

When we describe someone as non-religious we usually mean that person 

seems to pay little attention to the conventional religious institutions, 

but there are many ways to be religious. In our open and heterogeneous society 

there are religious eclectics who have shaped their faith out ~fa mixed bag 

of principles and values, but these folk, too, are religious though it is 

sometimes difficult to describe with any precision what they affirm, how 

their faith shapes their actions and what congregation they attend. · Yet, all 

are religious because they are human and, therefore, subject to the law of 

our nature which is that sanity requires a redeeming vision. 

In Israel there is a well-known division between those who call them­

selves dati, religious, and the lo-dati, the non-religious; but these terms 

must be underatood in the context of Israeli life. The issue is a political, 

not a religiou■, one. The . lo-dati oppo■e the current arrangements which 

give rabbinic ■uthoritie■ control over the . laws of personal atatua and believe 

in the aeparation of ■yn■gague and atate. Not aurpri ■ingly, a .number of 

active and arrili■ted ■yn■gague Jew■ are la-dati. 

would be ■mo~ them. 

If I lived in I.,..ael I 

1 • 

Aren't• la-ge nunb.,. or I.-■el'• J■willh citizen• ■ctu■lly non-religious? 

Our cau■in■ vl■it■d u■ ~■aently. They had not been in• ■ynagogue ■inc■ they 

left Europe twenty 

with u■• Ju■t •• 

civia re 

--· 

. . 
r■ no~ lll~r•■ted in going to ■ervic•• 

1:hr■ 

o, 
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Amos and Jeremiah, the holiness of Jerusalem, and the traditional calendar 

of Sabbath and the holida~a. Synagogues are seen as places where an old God 

is worshipped and they see themselves as devoted to new Jewish ideas1 it's 

not traditional Judaism, but picks up many of its elements: the sense of 

shaped history, peoplehood and Zion redeemed in justice es well as the 

calendar and Hebrew keep the ties close. 

Everyone is religious, but not everyone is pious. Just as some play 

an instrument by ear, so piety is a special endowment and an emotional outlet 

which some need and enjoy more than others. Pi~ty is simply taking the · .· 

spiritual teachings of one•s religion seriously. 

I was helped by a back bencher. I've always felt that my friend, John, 

is religious though he protests that he is not. He believes in human decency, 

the public school, affirmative action, the inevitability of arms control and 

world government. To him these are pt.rely rational affirmations but he 

becomes uncomfortable if his ideas are challenged. I tried to tell him that 

his ideas flowed From a Faith in the goodness of the human being and the 

possibility of transforming the social order for the better, ideas which 

cannot be proven from newspaper headlines, recent history or any psychological 

research, but he insisted his ideas were purely scientific. 

We cannot live with chaoa. Our dependence on a religious system, 

the symbols and ■ymbol ■ystem■ which confirm our sense of order, is decisive 

in maintaining 01..r composure and balance in the face oF liF•'• challenges, 

so much 110 that any challenge ta th••• •••umptiona create• tenaion and 

anxiety. 

I ■ that why I c■n never h■v• an •••Y convereetion with non-Jewiah 

Friend■ about religion? Th• que■tian ••• rhetorical. 

The c p lo1.1111•eatcr craolcl,ed with• c■ll to ■port■• I ■■ked them to 

think av_. ■ ~ .. • • • a111 .-.. .. G...-g■ S.nta~•na• ■ "paan In Fl■llpion: · "Every 

living .... n .. ,.~ .. ~=~•-~~·-~ ..... aVRll!II" powar aan■i ■t■ 

in laa ••• • • ,~_,lit•• • ..- .... ~•-- revelation 

I 

ti 
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enother world to live in - whether we expect ever to pass wholly over into 

it or no - is whet we mean by having a religion.'' Religion • 1s. The 

question we must face is whether my religion is worthy. 

' I 



\ 
' I 

\ Chapter 2 

MY FAITH ANO OUR RELIGION 

We picked up the conversation as if there had not been a break. 

Religion is a private matter-. 1· will make up my own mind. · No one is going 

to tell me what to believe. 

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

English. Your attitudes have been shaped by the mass media, suburbia, what 

you have read and what you have seen your- parents and friends do. No one 

starts a religious search with a clean and unfurnished mind. You become an 

"I" only when you accept your conditioning and use it much as a great artist 

masters the disciplines of his medium and transcends them. The parent who 

keeps his child out of religious school and avoids all ritual in the home so 

that Johnny will be free later to make up his mind acts quite foolishly. Not 
easily and naturally 

only does he deny the child a chance to experience/the warmth and encourage-

ment of a religious tradition of proved quality; but, since emotional growth 

requires the sense of high purpose and bracing moral challenge religion 

provides, his child will find a substitute For whet -he· is denied and a pop 
I 

religion may not have the sensitivity and balance of th~ Torah tradition. 

I used to suggest that an informed decision was wiser than one baaed 

on ignorance, but despite its validity, that argument made little impression. 

Now 1 _,simply obaer:ve that such child-en may not have to shed a Jewish imprint, 

but they probably will have to ahed the imprint oF the rather coarse and 

' 

aelF-indulgent materiali ■t a"d hedonist cult1.re ·who•• value■ are conae-

crated on the television they watch every Sabbath morning and ·mo■t. other time• 

I'm puzzled. I -· w■■ told that religion we■ what a person doe■ with 

hi ■ lanelin•••• 

Sam■one quoted Alrr■d North Whlt■h■■d ta you ■nd . thi■ i ■ • c■ae where 
J . . 

■ trine laglol■n ••• guilt~ a·r l■precl■ian. l"■ith 1• what • per■an do•• 
. 

wl~ hl■ lanel prlv■t■ ■pprapri■tlan ar ■nd commitment 

' 



to our religious culture. Religion is the corporate and symbolic expression 

oF a community's vision. Faith says: I believe. Religion says: here are 

the synagogues, scriptures, holidays, rituals, proverbs, myths, liturgies, 

ethical values and sacred symbols which liFt up your religion's special and 

surprising message . . A Jew, Christian and Muslim may each have faith in a 

personal god but the way their faith will be expressed and reinforced and the 

personal consequences oF faith for their lives will be quite distinct because 

each one's life is shaped by his religious traditipn. 

Not so fast. Religion is a private, not a public, affair. I can 

believe or not. 

Faith is yoLr private understanding of and emotional involvement in 

your religion. Religion . is a soc.iety•s understanding of meaning, vision, 

purpose and divine power. In building a faith we drew on our religious 

culture and shape our faith out of materials th~t culture provides; and our 

faith, in turn, shapes the continuing tradition. 

Go back a moment to the religious experience. What is it? 

It's a)binding experience during which the religion ceases to be out 

there somewhere and becomes part of us. Early in this century a German 

scholar, 'Rudolph Otto, described the sense 9f com~ng al~ve to one!s religion 

as a response to the numinous, a sense of touching and being deeply affected 

by a reality beyond what is known in everyday experience. Otto, a non-Jew, 

found the numinous preaent on varioua ~ccaaiona, including a Yom Kippur 

service in a amall North African aynagogue. The worshippers were in white • 

• 
The chant wa■ mino~-keyed and repet•tive. The congregation, moved with an . . . " 

hypnotic ■way which ■wept the worshipper• out of them■elve■ and clearly 

' 
took them beyond ordinary reeling■ and thought■• I am ■ure people have 

••n■ed the nuninou■ in~ May Day parade or a Nurenberg Rally or an African 

tribal dance. In ■■ch c■■• - th■ moment 1 ■ ■peci■l ■nd the mu■ic and rit~al 
. . . 

di ■tlnc~lv■ I e11atian■ rlaw ■nd th■ participant■ r■■l confirmed and con■ecreted. 

Jew■ uae Kfdl.f,.,,, hallne■■, •• a&.r p■rceptian af the nuninau■: At one point 
. . . 
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in his liFe, the prophet Isaiah entered the Temple in Jerusalem, Felt the 

inrush oF the quickening spirit, God's spirit, and spoke spontaneously words 

which have remained the prototype For all testimonies to this experience: 

"Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of Hosts, the whole earth is full oF His glory", . 

refract this sense oF enlivening awe and humility, enshrined in our daily 

worship. 

I can't associate holiness with the high young Communists Feel on Aed 

Square on May Day, but I can associate a denatured term like numinous . 
. 

Kedusha has Jewish overtones. The God whose wording, the deeper reality, 

presents to us a sense of divinit~ which will not exal~ marching armies or 

the Forceable collectivization of society. I have no doubt that Ivan can 

have a religious high which confirms all that has been taught him about duty 

and the Future. The fact ~hat you say 'I believe' does not validate whet 

you believe in. 

Some identify redemption/salvation, ~he feeling that we are living 

significantly and in tune with the universe, with th~ promise oF life in the 

hereafter, but that is only one possible form of a saving gospel. The 

promise may be long life, heal~h and wealth, the lasting significance oF 

your labors, a messiah. a messianic age, ·peace of mind, triumph -over enemies, 

Aryan conquest, the victory of the pro~etariat. Actually, to be redeemed 
. 

means simply to Feel that your values are confirmed, your efforts significant 

and that there is hope. Whatever the promise, it expresses our need for a 
< ' • t 

confirming aaa1..rance that what we are doing is dignified, worthy of us and 

of permanent . value; and ■ince we are by · neture social ·~•ing■, our redemptive 
. 

vision inevitably involve• other■: ramily and community. Hiatory make• 

this clear. The vi ■ion may begin with one man: an Abraham, ■ Paul,• 

Mohammed; but, inevitably, other■ ■re caught up in it, and a religion 
. , 

emw-g••• 
. 

A valoe rraa the lawn. Why •u■t ~my r■ith ■nvplv• •~n■gogue■ and public 

tribal 
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rites, public sacrifices, the procession of images, doesn't mean that it 

can't stop. Once institutions emerge, coercion is inevitable. The classic 

religions have crusades, inquisitions and censorship to their discredit. 

All human institutions are ripe with contradictions but we cannot do 

without them. Schools both educate and doctrinate. Hospitals cure and 

unnecessarily prolong some lives. A religious community provides its con­

gregants warmth and community and keeps others away. 

A synagogue performs a number of crucial Functions. It offers con­

gregation, ·an end to loneliness; calendar, a set of effective reminders of 

the joys and duties and tradition; and the wisdom of the past. Synagogues 

exist because we ·are social beings whose ideas and feelings are both refined 

and strengthened by being shared. 

The medieval world ended when people beg~~ to say: I will no longer 

acknowledge anyone else's authority over what I read, think or say. In the 

modern world, at least in our part of the modern world, freedom and autonomy 

'are virtues; authority and submission are unacceptable. But no one is en 

island and this emphasis on autonomy has become, in some hands, an anarchic 

privatism, "I don't owe anyone anything." "What I do is nobody else's . 

business," which undermines all the relationships which allow marriage, .. 

Family and the common weal to flourish. I don't believe in ·twisting anyone's 

arm, but it is possible to take freedom one step too far. When a religious 

body has the power of the state at its beck and call, that power can be both · 

dangerous end corrupting, but when, as in the case of the American synagogue, 

the only power it possesses is the power of suggestion then its approach is 

necessarily gentle. 

Wh•• .- -~bowD ·:.·~C:tl~tna. ~;Howgcan ·I l":tbeestly affirm articles of Faith 

with which ·1 do not conct.r? 

Religious bodies often formulate• culture's doctrines and teachings 

• 
and the■e formulae are ~ever more than an approximation of what movea in the 

heart■ or the Faithful. " Catechism■ are no diFFerent From any ■et or id••• 

I • 
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which attempt to expresa Feeling, hope, a vision, an awareness oF ultimate 

meaning, which is tQ say that they suggest but do not exhaust; point to but 

do not circumscribe. Catechisms can be coercive. Fortunately, in this 

respect, Judaism has shown remarkable restraint. We have never broken heads 

over the nature oF God or, For that matter, any theological issues. There are 

doctrines, but the tendency has been to stay Fairly loose in such matters. 

Despite his great prestige, Maimonides was not able to make the synagogue 

accept as a loyalty oath his T~irteen Articles oF Faith. The emphasis was 

more on doing than on d~Fi~ing. 

What is wrong with the desire to persuade others oF the redemptive 

values that you cherish? 

But in Israel the National Religious Party has pl~yed a political 

power game and gotten control oF the rules regulating personal status. A 

whole society has been Forced to govern by .rabbinic norms. Se...rely, you 

wouldn't call that approach gentle. 

I would not. The orthodox community in Israel is still caught up in 

a medieval mind wh~ch ~ees n~thing wrong with th~ state enForcing God's 

will. There must be law. What better law For a state than God's? Calvin's 

Geneva and Khomeini's Iran were based on the same deceptively simple logic, 

the logic oF a world whJch did not trust its own judgment. Modern man has 

no alternative. 

I am not .arguing that Jewish history does not have dark patches. By 

deFinition, a religious culture i• a very human enterprise. No tradition 

escape■ politicfzation, obace..rantiam and. Fanaticism. Religious idea■ are 

powerFul potion& and on~ can drink to exceaa. The Fact that someone or some 

group ha■ r■ligiou• ·~ut~ority doe■ not make them immune to the temptations 

and corruption ·of power~ The Bible contain■ acme bitter language directed 

by the like■ of Amo■ ■nd Jeremiah again■t the prie■t■ and Temple leader■ of 

■nci■nt I.-■el. We h■v■ no doctrine of rabbinic inf■llibility. 

The 1■-- ar coarc1on 1 ■ • difficult one. : - Thar■ ·need to be rul••• 



The exodus freed the tribes from bondage, but without Sinai and a covenant 

they would have remained a quarrelsome, stiff-necked and uncreative lot. 

The issue is not should there be authority, but what kind of authority. The 

problem in Israel is not that rabbinic authority is morally unacceptable, in 

most areas its rules are functional end sensible, but that it was imposed on 

the people by politicians bargaining for office rather than by a democratic 

process. 

I'm still troubled by your emphasis on the group and the community in 

a discussion of religion. Why can't religion content itself with quiet 

worship moments? Why must it get involved in people's lives: Sunday Blue 

laws, the right-to-life campaign, Federal aid to parochial schools? 

How else could it be? The numinous may be perceived only as mystery; 

but Kedusha, holiness, involves · an ethical dimension as well as a purely 

spiritual one. If God is just and merciful, what is more natural than to 

assume that one's religion requires the creaion of a just society? The Torah 
. 

contains a vision of God and a day of worship and the rules by which holiness, 

as the Israelites understood the term, becomes part of the social order: 

tithing one's field, freeing the slave each sabbatical year, just weight& 

and just measures, a carefully organized judicial system. A vital . religious 

culture cannot help but have significant social impact. 

But why is reli_gion so often on the wrong side? 

It's not. You only notice the political side of religion when the 

shoe pinches. Did it bother you that religious leader& like Martin Luther 

King led the early struggle for racial justice or that rabbis like Stephen 

Wise and my father led the &trugg.le for a Jewish State in America? 

You're ■eying that the church ' and synagogue should be in politics. 

What about the ■epar tion of Church end State? 

It depend how you define politic■. No religious body ought to align 

it■elf with the narrow ■rnbitian■ af • politici■n or political partyl but when 

it came■ o eacl•l policy ■nvalving the ramily or international belligerency 
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no religious group can stay out of politics, et least no religious group 

which is not satisfied that its goal is private piety. Piety is our attempt 

to become spiritual, sensitive and at one with God. In the Jewish scheme of 

things piety is only the first step. The second step is an active life led 

according to our understanding of God's will. Jews were told again and 

again: separate not yourself from the community. The rabbinate is an active 

li~e, not a withdrawal into secluded piety. Judaism made its religious 

leaders into the community's legal officers. Moses was not allowed to stay 

. in Midian enjoying a quiet pastoral lif~ with his wife and sons. He was com­

manded to leave Eden for Egypt and duty. 

I once yisited an old synagogue in Lisbon. The wall facing the 

entrance door had perhaps a dozen slots cut into it, each large enough to 

receive folding money. Each slot had above it a brass plate which bore 

the label of a service organization: Hachnasat Kallah, society for providing 

dowries to brides; Bikkur Halim, society for the care of the sick; Hevrah 

Kaddisha, bur~al eoaiety. The welfare of the community was the business of 

the commun~ty. Clearly, n~t only was community a primary ~nd sustaining 

fellowship, but the tradition encouraged the concept oF · a welfare state. No 
• 

nonsense about the ' _shiftless poor. The folk who worshipped here often apoke 

of a wheel of fortune. A roof over one's head and food on the table were 

the result of hard work and mazzal, good fortune. Today•• giver might well 

be tomorrow's recipient. 

There ·.••• unhappineas on the lawn. Institution■ ■re not in good 

repute. I had ■poken • good word far the ■yn■gogue. For some, inatitutiona 

■tend in the w■y of "doing my own thing" ■nd ■re part of the conspiracy of 

the privileged cl••••• or parent■ to make me conform. 

Anothar vale■ rram .b■low1 All religiou■ inatitution■ h■v• feet of . ' 

cl■y. ftllbbl• and pr1■•t• ■r■n•t ■■int■• 

no ■rgua■nt rra■ •• ar Judlll-. The ■ynagogu■ h•• never 
. 
Thar■ 1• no 
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part oF it you can't enter. Synagogues were small and certainly were not 

treated as sanctuaries. Between services the worship room became a school or 

a committee room. 

The Temple in Jerusalem had a Holy oF Holies which only the High 

Priest would enter and various courtyards to it, which were reserved For 

various elite groups. It had associated all the mystery oF a place where 

God is pr~sent. The cathedral in many oF its Forms continues the Temple 

tradition. The sy~agogue is a~ entirely diFFerent kind oF institution, no 

priests, no taboos. Anyone may enter, anyone, at least any male, may conduct 
. 

services. It's a _meetina house more than a cathedral, a place where the 

individual counts. Nine rabbis do not make a _minyan. Ten laborers do. We 

recognize the importance oF institutions, but ~e no long~r sanctiFy them. 

Religions never exist apart From people, which is why religious insti-
. . 

tutions and leaders are never as pure or noble as :thf!Y ahould be. They are 

human, aFter all. This realism is one oF the Torah tradition's most compelling 

Features. There is no .image oF man become God or God become man. Every 

Biblical hero is Flawed, but heroic nonetheless. When. all is said and done 

the test is not did the human being become a God-like creation but did the 

human animal succeed in · becoming a human being•. ·· . . 

You are not the First to point out that religious leaders have feet 

oF clay. "From the smallest to the greatest, they are all greedy for gain: 

pr-iesta and prophet alike, they all act -falsely" (Jeremiah); and this r~ght 

' 
has been freely, even at times excessively, exercised. ·- Rabbis are not spoiled 

by automatic defere_nce. Inati~utiona -•~• made up of fallible folk like 01..r-
.. ~ r~ ,'• 

selv~•• and operate in the confusing world which ia where we live. The -dream 

• i ■ cl■■n, fr•• of compromi••• 

ao gentle contr■diction■••. . . 

. . . . . 
Reality i• dusty and full of gentle ·and not . . 

.. 

Without ■ · vi ■ion the · religiou■ lire could not be compell~'la or redemp-

tive, but when • • religion only in _ethereal ~ term■ , no re■li ■tic 
... . 

♦ .. .:. -I • ' ..;; 

owth a•~ :·t■lc• • pl■c • A religiou■ 

l .- • ■y■t ~•t 
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exercises, retreats, song, liturgy, sermons, welFare service, selF-help agencies, 

and the like, because we are social creatures who live in community. IF 

Judaism were disconnected From people the dream would Float irrelevantly 

high above us in the air. Connected to · us inevitably it picks up all oLr 

limitations and complications. 

The Day oF Atonement is celebrated in my congregation with solemn 

beauty. The service is a glorious one, but it ends; and when it ends, well, 

the parking lot is a crowded area and that day, because oF the size oF the 

congregation, cars are parked all over the place in ways that block swiFt 

exit. Each year, at the .end oF our holiest day, after hours · oF worship, I 

Find myselF voicing aloud the hope that the spirit oF the service~may last 

at least until every car has cleared the lot; and each year a Few drivers 
' . 

are not able to hold on to calmness and resolve that long. 

I was taken by the quote you gave us From Santayan~ which described 

each religion as embracing "a special end surprising word.". You're making 

religion sound fairly natural. I've always thought oF the religious teach-

ing as surprising. God st.rprised Israel with His commands at Sinai. God 

surprised Moses at the Burning Bush with His command to go back to Egypt. 

Revelation suggests the unexpected idea. Aren't religion and Faith really 

beyond reason? 

There is no such tht·ng as II wholly reasonable Faith. Faith is a 

personal response to need. Religion i ■ ■ precipitate oF the needs oF many. 

AFter we have the Faith we may re■110n about it. IF faith i• not tq run away 

with u■ and becom■ th■t mon■troaity we call Fanaticism, we must rea110n about 

it, but ■t t~• b■■• ar every faith and every religion lie• ■ ■et oF axioms, 

improvable ■■-..ptlan■ about human dignity, hun■n worth, love, aociety, 

v■lu■, aanacla ---~-, p&rpa■■ , the fut&.re, lira or d■■th ·, .what lie• beyond 

th■ grave. 

ar■ nat aaal que■tian■ which_... ■■k■d c■lmly ■nd 

tr1111■ndau■ p■yc~ic ■nargy behind th■ 
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religious quest and, once we have answers that satisFy us, we do not 

readily let loose oF them. Redemptive ideas integrate our pe~sonality and 

provide strength and sanity. We gamble our lives upon them. It would be 

madness to let go, which is why we humans tend to be most unreasonable in 

this area and why otherwise reasonable Folk can be close-minded when it 

comes to religious questions. 

Imagine a Martian, one who is not like us, come among us. Imagine 

that sometime during his visit he reads a history oF Europe's Jews. Surely, 

he would shake his head sadly over the long chronicle oF people penned into 

a ghetto, ma~e to wear a ~edge which declared them as pariahs, and repeatedly 

beaten and massacred by Crusader and Cossack. IF I we~e this Martian, I 

would wonder why these Jews did not get out From under. At least until the 

Nazi period they could have done so simply by accepting baptism. Holy water 

cannot drown the soul. Wouldn't they have believed whatever they wanted to 

believe aFter baptism as beFore? Had they been baptized they would have sur-

. 
vived and they might have been accepted into the opportunity which society 

provided. IF questions of' religion were cool .issues, mass conversion would 

have been the order oF the day. 

Why wasn't it? 

Some Jews, the more realistic, sensed that conversion would not lead 

to acceptance. In the minds oF many the convert would.~emain a Jew, end aa 

it happened. Tho•• who converted were ■egregated out•• New Christians and 

welcomed ta the nat-•a-king mini ■tr■tion• oF the Inqui ■itian. Same remained 

Jewa out oF political c■lcul■tion, but moat held Feat bec■u■e they could not 

have lived with them■■lv■■ 1P ~h•Y had done otherwise. 
r 

To convert would 

have been ta deny atl ar th■ teaching■ which they F■lt/knew ·to be redemptive 

and . ta adopt ■ --~ ·aP ■■ared t1y111bal ■ which did not carry the ·nece■■ary re■■&.r-

-
r■nc■ w11:h ve up their .. n■■ ar dignity, their ••n•• aF pLrpo••• 

I 

ew■rd - ■11 thllt h■cl -■nlng rar th- ■nd g■v■ 
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You smile, but are we that different? If our vaunted security, 

prosperity and power were to · disappear, if suddenly w~ were :uled by those 

who demanded that we agree with their economic ideologies and organize our 

lives by their _political theories; we, too, might make a desperate stand 

for the values, the dignity, the sense of self which we now take for granted. 

Our defiance might be haplsss, but there are values each of us cannot and 

will not compromise. 

Wo~ld it really have mattered? If everyone has a religion, does it 

. 
matter that we belong to one or another? 

Religion is not good. Religion is not bad. Religion simply is. 
. . 

Judaism, Chr~stianity, Islam, Buddhism, Leninism, Maoism, Naziism and yes, 

the Moonies and the People's Temple, each present a set of redemptive answers 

and a series of reinforcing ritual~ which provide coherence and a sense of 

sanctified purpose to communicants. Each is a ~eligion and, ~bviously, 

we would pass quite different judgments on each. Ours is not the question 

'of belonging or no, we all "belong". The live questions are "where'' and 

"with whom" and "to .what degree". Everyone is religiously involved: some 

with the traditional religions of the West; others with cults; others with 

economic or political ideologies; others with the small group of true believers 

who dot our open society. It follows that it is a matter of ■ome consequence 

whet tradition you affiliate with and what your group doe■ with the traditions 

they inherit. 

Why? Everyone has a right to believe what they want to believe. 

You cannot atop ■ per110n from believing errant nonaense, but religions 

impact significantly on their communicant■ and mu■t be judged by · the■e con-

; sequence■ . • Pragmatic Judgment■ c■n b■ mad■ , indeed, mu■t be made. A religious 

tradition, like N■z11111n which excite■ th■ blood lu■t, feed■ ■n - imperi■li ■t . 

n11ti0n■l ago, l•ud• • r■aiat ■y:th and eubordin■t■■ 1n■n ta ■ F■uhrer clearly 

1 ■ parn1a1aue. A r•l loua 1:r■dltion like .Jud■i-, which ■ncaa.r■g■■ moral 

dlealp or th• ■ind, ■n individual'• 
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it. A religious tradition can Peverence life or like Shintoism ennoble 

suicide. A religion like Buddhism can distinguish sharply between worldli­

ness and spiritu~lity and encourage asceticism and withdrawal or, like 

Judaism, seek to sanctify the everyday. Traditions like _classic Christianity 

and Islam can teach the damnation of non-communicants or, like Judaism, 

downplay the image of heaven es a restricted subdivision. 

Some years ago a campaign was sponsor~d by the National Advertising 

Council to promote religion in American life. Across the land billboards 

; . 

went up which featured the motto: "It ·matters not where you go on Sunday, 

just go." In the background, behind the legend, you could see a dome, a 

spire and a number of other distinguishable ecclesiastical roof lines. In 

point of fact, it matters a great deal with what .religion you afriliate and 

also with w~at _group within the religious polity. The religion or the 

Crusaders was the same, yet quite dirferent, from that of Francis of Assissi. 

Liberal Judaism diFfers in emphasis and assumption from the ultra-orthodox 

'or Israel who hu-1 an~themas at deviationists and refuse to allow post 

. 
mortems on their dead. It mattered a great deal that nine hundred and some 

who drank the cyanide in Jonestown belonged to the People's Temple and not 

to another Disciples of Christ congregation. 

I decided to teach my group a Hebrew phrase, le'havdil~ to distinguish. 

-
In common speech when someone suggested that there were differences in 

quality or kind between phenomena of the same order he said le'havdil. So 

the sentence: Jim Jones end le-havdil Martin Luther King were ministers in 

the Civil Right■ Movemen~; or the Jonestown commune and le-havdil an Iaraeli 
. 

kibbutz are r&.r■l utopian commune■• One muat constantly make le-hevdil judg-

. ment■ in religiou■ m■ttar■• When the People' ■ Temple, Rev. Jone■' 111-f■ted 

. . 
chu-ch, began in Indl■napali■ it began••• community or dedicated folk who 

believed in p.-tlcip■tory d-acr■cy, integration and utopian communiam, id••• 

very ■uah ln line with the tenet■ or ••inlln■ Prot■■t■ntl-'• aoci■l go■pel. 

. . 
dlealagla■ll~ and geogr■phic■lly, 1t •••worth• member' ■ 
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lire to be able to say: the community is no longer what it was, I must 

separate myself. 

We talked on a bit about Guiana, cyanide and religion. 

When the mass suicides at Jonestown took place the media recognized 

the perversity or this church but, caught up in a culture which automatically 

accords approval to anything labeled religion, they sought ~o continue this 

pattern by making a distinction, in this case without merit, between cult and 

religion. 

Cult has become a pejorative term ever at hand to describe activities 

whic.h involve people and traditions or which the society does not approve: 

the Meanies, the Church or God, the People's Temple. Religion is a term 

reserved for people and traditions we approve: Christi~nity, Judaism, Buddhism. 

Yet, until _the fatal day when the community drank cyanide, the People's Temple 

remained an accredited member of a mainline Protestant denomination. The 

difrerence between a cult and a religion is not the distinction between a 

benericial religious enterprise and a pathological on~, one would hardly call 

Naziism a cult; but rather a distinction of intensity. Cults are groups of 

religious people who are a little hotter about their faith than ordinary 

congregations. Cultists care . desperately. Most religious folk care 

quietly. The cults make religious teachings the unmediated focus of their 

lives while moat who are affiliated with the mainline congregations or with 

the various civic religion■ filter religioua commitment.through a grid of 
. . 

prudence. The Talmud •as•• 110metimea warned: "Be not righteous overmuch." 

Cult■ h■ve emerged in every religiou■ tradition and in every age be­

cauae there.-. ■l••Y• tho■• who are not ■■ti■Fied with familiar . institutional 
I 

1form■ which.-., they hold, ■lw■y■ being compromi ■ed bec■uae they cater ta 

the ■piritu■l 11■1tat1ane · or ordinary peaple. Like ■un •p~t•, cult■ ■ign■l 

an eruption ar .,...,.,..1gy1 --■time■ thare ■re more eruption■ ■nd aome­

ti••· •••• ~• ■n o~rlaw ar e!J•r rra• the 11a1.rae. Whenever 

cult■ 
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appear bearing a compelling dream, demanding a tranevaluation of values, a 

new commitment which will hasten salvation. Most cults, like Jonah's gourd, 

appear one night and disappear the next. Some abort. Some explode. A few 

emerge and become mainline religions. When Jesus and his disciples wandered 

about the Galilee the citizens of Tiberias dismissed ' them as bizarre cultists 
I 

who believed that the world was about to end and who, because they were busy 

preparing for Judgment Day, refused to attend to their family, civic and 

business responsibilities. At the same time, when the Pharisees refused 

to eat at any other table but one set by their own, they, too, were put down 

as cultists who set pretensions to holiness above the normal coLrtesies of 

hospitality, and . even the ties of family. We are not the first age to suffer 

a cult explosion. 

C~lt people are intense. Most religionists balance conviction with 

prudence. Cults are led by prophets who have heard God. The mainline 

churches are led by pastors who have read about those who have heard God. A 

' 

cultist's religious life is all-consuming. Most folk have a family life and 

k 11 1 • • • t t The cult1.·st says•. 1 1.·f I don't act now wor as we as re 1.g1.ous 1.n eres s. 

it will be too late•. Most of us feel that the world will go on whatever we 

do religiously and that ot.r children need to be fed and educated as they 

grow up. 

Cults are functional or dangerou•, depending on the beliefs around 

which the communicants have rallied, the leader who gains authority, and what 

subsequent generation■ make of their inheritance. Some are better, some 

worse, but .all suffer from all the danger■ asaociated with exceaa and zeal. 

Judaism ha■ not been immune to ze■lou■ exce••• The mea■ianic cult of the 

, Sabb■te■n• came ta ■ind; but ~ntr■mmeled zeal h•• never been held up•• an 

ab■olute virtue. The ■ind h■■ ■ m■Jar role ta play. The Tor■h tradition 
. , 

re~u .. d ta ex■lt -.,Ont•nelty ar reeling ar ■ r■dic■l ■nti-r■tion■li11111. Na 

theology w■■ Ju■tlf'led precl■ely bac■u■e lt ■e-ed patently ■b•~d • . Accord-
. 

" 1-7]. • 
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But Judaism claims to be based on revelation. Moses received the 

Commandments on Mount Sinai and all that. What else is this but anti-rational-

ism? 

Anti-rationalism is an all pervasive attitude. Sinai stands for the 
. 

original insights which, like all basic affirmations about life, cannot be 

proven. Once these were in place, once there was a basis for thought, reason 

and experience, commentary rather than prophecy, became the means by which 

the Torah tradition emerged. Some religious traditions demand absolute sub-
. 

mission and others rather welcome the trained and inquisitive mind: the Torah 

tradition Falls into that latter category. The mind was seen es a divine gift. 

Among the petitions of the daily service is one which read: "Favor us, 0 Lord, 

with knowledge, understandir:,g and discernment. Praised be You, 0 Lord, 

gracious Giver _of knowledge." A tradition . which says "the Sabbath was made 

For man, not man For the Sabbath" has built an attitude of restraint which 

warns the believer not to set humanity aside out oF zeal for some religious 

practice. 

This sounds reasonable, but explain to me why we read every Yom Kippt.r 

the story of God's demand that Abraham sacriFice his son Isaac and Abraham's 

acquiescence . . Who but one who has set aside reason and good sense, not to 

speak oF fatherly feeling, would have agreed to such a sacrifice? I wouldn't 

call his act balanced or sane. 

The Protestant theologian and early existentialist, Soren Kierkegaard, 

in his cla■aic book, Eith~/Or, u■ed this story to illuatrate hia contention 

that the man of Faith muat be prepared to put a■ide not only ramily feeling 
.. 

but his ■en■e of morality when he hear■ the commanding voice. Kierkegaard 
. 

held that the demand■ of faith ar■ unconditional ■nd that the way of aalva-

tion required ■ tot■l co1111it1nent to th• ■pirit of God•• it moved within the . . 

hunan ■aul. Th■ believr ull1: be prep.-ed to ri■k ■11· 1 f■mily, · ■ecu--ity, 

po■itlon. There 1■ high cir in bold co■■ltlllent; but, ■■ ~au rightly ■ugge■t, 
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you can become a danger to yourself and others. Kierkegaard calls this 

attitude "a teleological suspension of the ethical", and I co~fess that his 

whole approach sends shivers down my spine. How does anyone who is absolutely 

convinced oF the rightness oF his position know tha~it is right or, to use 

his symbolic terms, that God, not Satan, has spoken to him? 

Why then do we read this story on Yom Kippur? 

This is our crucifixion story. Our tradition looked on the Akedah 

as a once and only event, which forever changed the course of human bbsto~y. 

Jesus' death presumedly atoned for Adam's sin and opened the way of salva­

tion to the believer. Abraham's loyalty to God's command, his willingness 

to put his beloved son to death, gained the merit which earned for Abraham 

and his descendants, Israel, the covenant. Something new and wonderful 

enters Jewish history - a covenant with God whtch included the provision 

that such a test would never again be demanded. "It is not too hard for you ·. 11 

On Yem Kippur when we are most conscious of sins we are reminded that repentance 

and salvation are available, in part because of Abraham's spiritual heroism, 

Were it not for the covenant we would not know what is right or be confident 

that God, in fact, cares. Were it not for Abraham's word our redemptive 

vision would not have arrived. 

Christianity begins in the Cross. Judaism begins with the Akedah. 

Both represent historic events understood mythically. In our case, having 

meast.red up to the test, Abraham merits F.or himself and his heirs a special 

relationship with God ' and out of that relationship co~ea Judaism's special 

promise. The conclusion of this story is the meaaage. The ■on need not be 

sacrificed. Life is not hopeless. A surrogate is made to appear, a ram, 

caught by ita horn• in the nearby thicket. According to popular folklore, 

aFter Abraham .. criPiced the ram, it■ horn■ were hidden and . will remain so 

until th■y they are aound■d ta announce the me■■iah. One· oF the Talmudic 

aege■ ••• ■■lc■d1 . why do•• aound th■ llhaP■r on Yam KippLr? • Hi ■ ■n■wer 

auaa••t• prea1 .. 1y pawar1 Bad ~id, 1 blaw th■ ■hor■r th■t I 
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may remember for you the ·binding of Isaac. When I do I shall consider it 

as if you had bound yol.Jl"'selves before Me.' The possibility of redemption 

exists and we don't have to prove our worth in such extreme ways. 

The religious need is universal. Everyone has a religion but not 

everyone appropriates a faith of great intensity. Some share calmly their 

culture's religion and others are aflame with convictions which tend to make 

more comfortable religionists uncomfortable. Often, these intense religionists 

are condemned as fanatics, but I find the label a bit disturbing. One man's 

fanaticism is another's principle. I find that I tend to label somebody a 
• fanatic when I cannot argue him around to my point .of view. We face here a 

critical and never Fully resolvable religious question. If we believe that 

there are principles in liFe, and most of us do, at what point do commitment 

and principle add up to fanaticism? I'll give you a traditional Jewish 

answer: when.the consequences for the group or the society are dysfunctional 

or dangerous. There have been Jewish faith healers, but the tradition has 

always praised medicine and insisted that ~he expert be consulted. There is 

a strong fatalist trend in .popular Judaism. It's beshert, but there is an even 

stronger emphasis on responsibility For one's life and community.,. 

The awareness that faith can lead to fanaticism stops many at the door 

of the traditional religions; prud~nt folk shun excess, preferring Aristotle's 

rule of the Golden Mean: everything in moderation. Bertrand Russell once 

described Aristotle's rule as the perfect out for .the ~espectable, middle-aged 

who use its caution■ to represa the ardours and enthusiasms oF the young. If 

redemption depend• on ■acrificial living can I be satisfied with the rule of 

cautious prudence? Jud■illffl ha■ and has had its fanatic■• Some we revere: 

Jeremiah, Akib■, Eli■zer Ben Yehudah. Others we are leaa certa~n of: Daniel, 

Shabb■tai Tzvi, the N■tLr■i K■rt■• Again, it'•• c■ae of by their deed■ 

llhall you know th■-. 

Ta ■■ny the enargy which ■l.rg■■ around ■nd within ■ny r■lig~an i■ • 

di ■tl-rbi,.a. 814 lt' ■ 'Chara bac■u-- r■liglan 1■ not ■ child' ■ g11111■ or m.-■ 
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pageantr~, but our gamble that our existence and that of our society has 

meaning. ·The resurgence of powerful religious energies has be~n one of the 

features of this century. Ireland, Iran, Libya, yes, and Israel, offer cases 

in point. When w~ add the materialist ideologies to the list of world 

religions we can see that this has been a remarkable religious century featu--­

ing the conversion of hundreds of millions to Communism and Maoism. Nor is 

this phenomenon limited to backward countries. Here in America we have seen 

Billy Graham fill his football stadia, an explosion of cults and a geometric 

increase in the number of born-again Christians. . . 

Judaism has been, and is, full of religious energy, capable of 

sparking s~lf-discipline and passion. If our fanatics have rarely put 

others to the sword this ~ay b~ explained ~y ·the fact that we, a minority, 

were not allowed to do so. Since power co~rupts, being part of a persecuted 

minority is in many ways good. for the soul. · 

Faith is not good . . Faith is not bad. Faith simply is. We have 

di~ficult choices to make. 
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Chapter 3 

CAN THE LEOPARD CHANGE ITS SPOTS? 

Underlying much oF the conversatio~ was an assumption that each could 

take a good look at Judaism and decide whether to come along or go elsewhere. 

They seemed to think you could switch religions as you might turn on or ofF 

a light ·switch. ~resumedly, once they had resolved the question, to be or 

not to be, they ~ould a~t on that decision and that would be that. 

No way. Ask a convert. Most will testiFy to a g~od bit oF guilt, 

cultural awkwardness end a nagging sense of being adrift. "I can't help 

it, I miss Christmas" or "I checked the wrong box at last Fall's registration 

befor-e I r-emember-ed." I remember the convert who told me: "I feel more et 

home each year- but I have never ceased expecting the collection plate." You 

can exper-ience a similar- sense of str-angeness when the cha~e is simply from 

a familiar br-anch of Judaism to another-. A recently mer-ried man who had been 

.raised in a tr-aditional congr-egation and had joined his wife's synagogue 

told me: "I agree int~llectually with the Reform position but I'll never get 

used to a woman rabbi." My college adviser, and per-haps the most lear-ned 

Jewish philosopher oF his day, Harry Austryn Wolfson, suffered stomach pains 

when he first began to eat in his non-kosher rooming house, and For months 

never associated the pain ~ith hia break with long familiar custom. 

The Jeauita were reputed to claim that if they could form a child 

during the f'ir■t ■ix year■ of' i _ta 'lif"e, the adult would never shake off their 

influence. Th■ claim may be apocryphal ■nd, . like the Biblical · proverb, "train 

up a child in the w■y h■ llhould go and he will follow you the_reat· of his 

life", cart■inly aver■t■t•• th■ c■■el but no one ahould minimize the power of 

conditioning. Around ■very ■ynagogue you will f'ind • clu■ter of apiritual re-

tLrn■••• 111.-ly called b■■l■i t■ahuv■h, uaually middle-aged 

■1~ ••~ but now P■■l • n■■d - ta cam■ in out of 
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To a surprising extent we are what our- environment allows us to be. 

We speak the language of our times and native community. We learn the 

lessons which the community prescribes. We take over the habits of our 

peers and, inevitably, share many of their interests. We tend to feel com­

fortable only when we are at home among those whose reactions and signals 

we instinctively understand. The cultural imprint is deeply etche~ and change 

does not come easily. If, as adults, we are forced to learn and use another 

language, generally we either use it too formally or speak it with an accent. 

However disconcerting the t~ought, no one completely_ shakes off the 

influence of home and neighborhood. The press reported recently on a man 

named Davis who had renounced his United States citizenship some thirty years 

ago, having decided to become a citizen of the world; and now wants to come 

home. To achieve this end he has filed a suit .to recover his papers. The 

emotional hold of our early patterns may explain why many instinctively, 

and often ~gainst their better judgment, tend to doubt the authenticity of 

conversion .. I cannot help noticing that some who abandon the Torah tradi­

tion for the Christian gospel try to create synagogue-type institutions where 
. . 

the old forms can be maintained albeit with Christ as an add-on. In the 

early days of the Rµssian end Chinese revolution children brought up in once 

privileged homes were neve~ free of the auspicion that they were "capitalist 

readers." 

Once we accept the concept of religion•• embodying• aociety's ·dynamic 

understanding or ~h• way 0¥ redemption ·r■ther then• ■et of disembodied doc­

trinea, end of ¥■1th ·•• the individual'• appropriation of element■ of his 

cultt..re'• religion, th■ ■b■1.rdity 0¥ treating religiaua deci ■iana •• purely 

~heoretlc■l que■tian■ bacam•• apparent. To ••Y, "when it'• time I'll make up 

my mind", 1•· tab• an lnnoc■nt. You- mind 1 ■ already c■ug~t in an invisible 

but potent oonc:11tlonlr.a. ~■rg■r■t M■■d ona■ told •• th■t need drive• 

th■ Th• p■■-nt■ who 
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moved from their country village to the city ghetto or from Eastern Europe 

to the Pennsylvania coal mines did so to escape poverty. Many prospered, 

but few felt rooted. A considerable number, once their children were safely 

on their way, returned to the old country to retire and die in the familiar 

world of their youth. 

I remember a convert: liberal, well-read, sure that her nominal 

Christian upbringing was no impediment to a full partnership in the Jewish 

life of her husband~to-be who told me before her conversion: "I never went to 

Sunday School. My family weren't. ~hur-ch folk. I've always believed in God 

but never believed the Christ myth. I have no ~h~ologicel problems ~1th 

becoming Jewish." Some years later she came and asked to be deconverted. 

I told her that no such ceremony existed; end that, in any case, it would 

not be my place to organize one; but we kept talking, in part because she 

was so determined that I understand. "I don 1 t want to become a Christian. 

I don't believe in the Cross, but I find I can't give up Easter and Christmas 

'and that I somehow feel disloyal to my parents." Tht;, call of' the cradle 

Faith is a compelling, often an unremitting, summons. 

Given the psychological and emotional wrench involved in emigration 

or conversion, it would seem wise to examine ~he possibilities of one's own 

tradition before aeeking to exchange it~ Many in a culture auch _~s ours, 

which emphasize• ■elf-determination, want to . put some distance between ot.r­

selves and ot..r home in order to be able to examine critically our purposes 

and loyaltie■. 0&.r parent■ tend ta agre~ in this and anco...,.age us to go 

away to achool or work out of town for juat that reason; but when you are 

away you will still carry your home in yaa.r ■oul. The value of being away 

. i ■ not that••-• Pr•• or at.r canditioni~, but that we mu■t face each day'• 
. 

deci ■ion• an 

Yau llpll■k of canditian~ng. I 
. . 

C · or 11, •. Yau ••Y becom-. 
• no1: ln y ho••• not 
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in the way we live. ·Mind yo~, we live nicely and are decent folk, but the 

occasional candle-lighting seems to have nothing to do with ~he character 

of my home or my parents' lives. 

In our heterogeneous society there are such homes. Israel may be 

discussed. A donation is given each year to the United Jewish Appeal. When 

daughter mar~ies or grandFather dies a rabbi, otherwise unknown, will appear 

on the scene. Yet, Judaism is not taken seriously and it's hard For those 

raised in such an environment to recognize what is really at stake in the 

religious enterprise. For such there is littl~ tension in leaving the re­

ligious label since it has never represented a vital force, since their soul 

has not been sensitized to the mystery and colour, not to speak oF the vision 

and teaching ~f Jewish life. I've used the word binding _before. For these 

the problem of developing a meaningful Jewish _religious life involves learn­

ing something almost altogether new. Institutes like this one, where the 

conversation includes testimony From those to. whom being Jewish is significant 

and where there is a warm and informal Sabbath service, are often eye-openers 

to the not-yet Jewishly alive Jew. I remember another institute where a 

camper told me: 'I had never met anyone before ~ho took Judaism seriously.• 

My parents never .talk about what they believe. -They talk about 

Israel, anti-semitism, Soviet Jewry, ayAagogue politics, but never about 

faith. 

Another voice: I went to a Wedne■day night service at a local· ch1.rch. 

People got up From the congregation and told how they had Found Jesus. , I 

have never heard ■uch talk at on■ of our ■ervicea. 

To Christians, the moment of ■warene■■ and acceptance ia crucial; 

to Jew■ the pattern :of daily llf• 1 ■ crucial. You don't become a Jew by 
. . 

virtue of ■ ■y■tic■l axparlena■ , but r■thar, by living••·• Jew. Still, the 

pravalllr,g ·ratlcena• 1 · c1an•~ a1■1• fully ta undar■t■nd it. 

• lve in th■ Jewillh 

■111:lon■d b■c■u■• . 
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they are not true believers. Then there is the cultural Fact that we are 

not accustomed to making public testimonies, never conFess to anyone but God. 

Nor do we prove ourselves worthy oF membership by a public aFFirmation oF 

Faith. A Jew is a Jew. Whatever the reasons For our reticence, they are 

deeply cultural and reinForced by the Form our tradition took. But I think 

living in the emotionally loose cult~e we do, some oF that uptightness is 

beginning to disappear. 

But that doesn't explain why my parents never tal~ed about_God with 

me and never asked to hear my prayers when I was a child. When the ConFirma­

tion class went to services, they leFt me out at the door and picked me up 

aFterwards. 

To be Jewish is to belong to a community or Fa~e, .. 6nly part oF 

which is also a community or Faith. On an existential level cl.I"' identity 

derives primarily From our involvement in the ·ongoing destiny or . the Jewish 

people. Some believe and practice traditionally. Others believe and 

,practice non-traditionally; and some believe and practice minimally; but all 

are bound together by the pressures oF hist9ry and all must conFront, ~t 

least minimally, the pressLres or tradition. Your parents may not talk to 

you about worship; but they sent you to religious school. 

A testimony brought me up short. My home may not be an old-Fashioned 

home with two sets oF dishes, my mother did not wear a sheitel, but there is 

a mezuzah on the door and a Jewish atmosphere throughout. 

a Russian emigrant Family who celebrate the holidays with 

We have adopted 

ua. My Folks are 

active in the congregation and ■everal ·Jewish organizations. Thay took me to 

I.-ael for my Bar Mitzvah. • When grandFather died we aat shivah. Others 

nodded. 

The· polnt ••• well takan. The Jewiah community ■hawa all the hetero­

ganlty of' 1;ha 1..,....- 110Ci■ty1 Aerorm, Can■erv■tive, Orthodox; ■FFili■ted­

unat'f'lll•udf ve-1nd1f'f'r■nt1 1---n■cl-uninrar■ed1 eom• ·h■ve model• to 

aan only gu••• ■t what be-

• 



Jewish involves. 

I'm surprised the whole ball or wax doesn't explode. 

So . am I sometim~s, but then I remember that conrormity has never been 

our thing. There were Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, Zealots, Hasidim, 

Apocalyptics, , Samaritans during the last .days or the Temple 

in Jerusalem. The Israelite congregation was an amalgam oF tribes, accord­

ing to tradition twelve, _each independent, yet bound together _by where they 

had been, Egyp~, and where they were going, The Promised Land. 

A pause. A voice. What makes a Jew a Jew? 

According to rabbinic law, a Jew is a person born to a Jewish mother 

or one who converts. This minimalist deFinition reFlects ~ncient legal 

practice. The Hebrews practiced a modest ~orm or polygamy. A rule or prece­

dence according to maternal descent was required to set~le questions or in­

heritance and precedence among the many sons or a chieF. In real liFe, we 

become a Jew i~ _the same way that anyo~e becomes an American citizen by 
.. 

being born to parents who are citizens. Beyond this there is conversion 

which parallels the process or acquiring citizenship through naturalization. 

Though it exhudes an antique Flavor, I . rather like the law's matter-oF­

Factness; despite all our pretensions to being Free spirits, in the Final 

analysis we are in large measure what our early · environment allows us to be 

and mothers have a lot to do with that environment. 

What makes a Jew come alive as a Jew? 

Some experience or feeling may trigger ■ decision to try Judaism on 

for ■ize. A member of my claaa told me recently that ha loved the songs and 

chant■ but had never payed much attention to the litt.rgy. . . 'It bored me. I 

devalop■d th■ art ar in■ttentlan. Then one day• ward got through. I 

' 
■ncl I began to li ■ten and care•. I augge■ted it might 

. . 

or the r■ligiou■ly- familiar. 

Cammon Prayer was intra­

aom■■nt■ end . 
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criticism and I was struck by how· much or negative comment came From those 

who rarely went to church~ The old service was Familiar, adm~ttedly it was 

written in a language Englishmen no longer speak, but, so one letter went: 

"The virtue or the modern idiom cannot take the pla·ce or words whose asso­

ciations are so much richer than their surrace meanings." . • 

The binding moment cannot be predicted. Emotion plays e key role; 

but it is to the everlasting credit or our religious leaders that they were 

unwilling to Focus Judaism on Feeling, program the high~, prey on people's 

emotional needs and susceptibilities; deep in our culture 1ies a proround • 

distrust or Feeling cut loose From its_ moorings in a derining tradition. What 

happens when we come down From the high? Are reborn Christians really better 

Christians? Judaism takes a more patient appr~ach: _ schoo~ing, as well as 

experience; a Fixed liturgy as well as testimonies and prayers spoken under 

the spirit. The prooF oF Judaism is not the witness oF someone who Feels 

happier For having accepted the Torah, but whether a Torah envolved lire is 

a· more coherent and empathetic liFe. 

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

through a process which combines Feeling, knowledge and Familiarity. Growing 

up as a Jew requires learning and experience. Conversion involves a rather 

lengthy process oF reading, discussion and the development oF new religious 

patterns. We do not accept a convert simply because he teatiFiea that he 

has seen the Jewish light. We are what we choose to become. The right re-
I 

ligion will not ■uddenly hit you over the head. A meaningful religious liFe 

will not ■imply happen. Yau muat experience ea well as think. To decide you 

are not unhappy••• Jew and do nothing about becoming an active Jew is a 

sterile po■•• Yau c■n•t came ta ■ervic■■ one Sabbath after year■ oF abaence 

and demand in■t■nt ex■ltatian. Ta the que■tion, where 1■ Bad,• 1111ge anawered: 

"Wh.,..evar ■■n let■ hl ln." To the que■tian1 Haw can I h■v■ • .lively faith, 

I would 
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I thought Bar Mitzvah was the time you became a Jew. 

Ber/Bet M"itzvah are ritee oF passage. Every society has some such 

test or perFormance, which signiFy the end oF childhood end admission into 

the adult community. Indian braves were sent out to survive in the Forest. 

English squires knelt beFore the sword they would wield as knights and 

were tested on their skill with it. The young Jew mastered the Torah end 

read From it. He could now perForm certain duties Formerly re~erved For 

adults, but he had been a Jew since, at his circumcision, he was welcomed 

into the covenant oF Abraham, our Father. This developmental approach 

diFFers From the Christian way which Focuses ~n a . single act -oF acceptance: 

coming alive as a Christian, accepting the Christ. When Paul denied the 

authority oF Torah law he was not objecting to speciFic · . ,rituals; rather, he 

was struggling to Free himselF oF the grip oF an all-embracing culture by 
, 

emphasizing a transForming and liberating experience, Faith under the power 

oF the spirit, rather than on the less dramatic processes oF Faith under the 

control oF learning and ~ovenant. Some Jews have known the power oF such 

moments oF transFormation~ The Biblical prototype is Moses when he meets God 

and his Fears at· the Burning Bush and he hears the commanding voice which 

transForms his liFe; bu~ Judaism has never made our ability to testiFy to a 

conversion experience, to a religious high, an absolute requirement oF 

belonging. Most Jews come alive aa Jews by Jewing: lighting Chanukkah lights, 

singing Hatikveh end Jerusalem the Golden, joining in the synagogue chant 

or working in the Jewiah community. 

It happened ta me at the Wall. It waa dark. The sun gave Jerusalem's 

ra■e ■tone ■ pa■tel ■heen. A few old Jew• were davenning. I don't know 

wh■t happened, but ■uddenly the whole ■kein oF ou-- hiatory came alive • 
. 

Can one auddenly reel p.-t or• different religion? But I'm getting 

leopard decide an■ ct■y ta ■had hi• ■pot■ and . ~ 

•The ahallelean c■n •••lly take 
f" 
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Obviously, we can put on the dress and develop the manners of other 

groups, but are our feelings, our soul, costumes which can be . readily changed? . . 

The answer would seem to be: not easily. Our society is full of folk who 

have given up formal affiliation but who take an active interest in Israel 

or some Jewish agency or who simply can't let go of the Jewish problem. An 

old Stalinist, Isaac Deutscher, recently wrote an autobiography with the 

revealing title, The Non-Jewish Jew. As a youth Deutscher denounced the 

synagogue and converted to Communism, but remained fiercely proud of being 

heir of a tradition of prophetic outrage at injustice. I have a philosopher 

friend who is a confirmed atheist and an indefatigable religious explorer. 

Henry has attended services in Indian temples .and Shinto shrines, but has 

not been in a synagogue since his Bar Mitzvah. "I . don't like to be tied down." 

He has stayed away, but he just happened to take his last sabbatical at the 

Hebrew University and ts profoundly involved with the political security 

of the State of Israel. 

There is another reason the leopard can't char"l;)e his spots: we expect 

a leopard to have spots. Many German Jews felt more ELropean and German 

than Jewish, but most Ger-mans knew them only as Jews. Like it or not, the 

Jewish people play a major role in the religious myths of Muslims and 

Christians; and attitudes bred _by these myths are projected on 

to the Jew, the non-Jewiah Jew end the no-longer-Jewish Jew. To traditional 

Christiana Jew■ are the once-cho■en people who p~oved to be deaf and blind 

to the new diapenaation and who were puniahed for .their obstinacy by God 

when He ■■nt■nced th- ta wander endlesaly over the face of the glo~e. Many 

add that in End Tl•• the blinder■ will . r■ll From Jewish eyes and our con-
. 

v..-eian will praa■■a• the Second Coming. Over time the myth of the once chosen, 

now cr1■1tw1~ developed •~Y ■n lmagin■tiva image, the wandering Jew, the 

Chrin k l • ■■lde by Bod Par punl■htn■nt; Shylock, ■ubversive, 

the the ■eor■t cabinet or the Elders . . 

aed b)f ~- aan ignorant claim of 
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competitive religions, that we worship a stern, loveless deity who demands 

obedience and cares only about legal minutia. 

At first Mohammed had great hopes that the Jews of Arabia would 

accept his prophecies and apostolate. When the Jews of the Hejaz did not, 

Mohammed turned the sword of Islam against them end ordered that they be 

rooted out of Arabia, and his anti-Jewish fulminations came to be enshrined 

in The Koran. Islam sees the Jews as possessing a botched version of revela­

tion, descendants of the first people to refuse the message of Mohammed, a 

people who may be tolerated outside of Arabia but who must be kept subordinate. 

In Muslim countries the Jew was an outsider, made to wear distinguishing 

clothes so that the faithful would always be conscious of the Fact that his 

presence was a privilege, not a right. Today in Arab lands Jews suffer the 

added charge of having had the effrontery to claim a piece of t~e Islamic 

Kingdom as their own. Fed by the inability to destroy Israel by force, the 

medieval myths of Islam are in full cry . 

. The power of mythic identification can hardly be exaggerated. If a 

Christopher and a Samuel had been classmates in a Berlin gymnasium during 

the 1920 1 s they might have played together every day, but Germany's politics 

would have seen to it that one would become a victim while the other would 

end up, willingly or passively, supporting Samuel's murderers. 

In a recent poll ninety percent of the respondent& identified Karl 

Marx as a Jew. In 1492 the long crusade to reconquer Spain from the Moors 

Finally succeeded; and that same year Ferdinand and Isabella, as rulers of a 

united •~d.Catholic Spain, gave their Jews the cruel choice of baptism or 

death. Tho•• who ~ere aprinkled with holy water found that they were not 

accepted•• Chri■tl■n■ but labeled•• New Christiana and still treated as 

out■id.-■. Nar ••• th1■ • pa■■ing phenomenon. It lasted for nearly two 

centu--le■ ck.rl whloh their faith w■• ragularly and rigorou■ly reviewed by 

the I 

■nd hi■ plou■ wife 
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were classified as Jews if two of their grandparents had been Jews. In the 

Soviet ~nion children of Jewish heroes of the revolution remain Jews by 

nationality, whatever the fervor of their membership in the Communist Part; 

a~d, increasingly, as the Soviets woo the Arab world, are made to suffer 

from educational and job restrictions. Jewish enrollment in Russia's 

universities has been severely restricted and careers in diplomacy, the official 

ranks of the army and in advanced physics are fields closed to them. 

Anti-semitism is a problem Jews can do little about; but no one likes 

to admit impotence and those who are persecuted are often half-convinced by 

the majority they are at fault. I got the question I expected: Aren't we at 

fault? No one likes those who feel superior. 

OF all the familiar concepts of Judaism, the most often and scathingly 

attacked has been the theme of the Chosen People. Those who like us none too 

well would turn the victims of racism into racists. Many dismiss the notion 

as sheer arrogance. Reference i~ made to the terrible price our world has 

' paid for various imbecilic claims about the existence of a master race which, 

presumedly, has the right to have its way in all things. Let's at least be 

clear about the problem, whatever else it is or is not. The Chosen People 

concept is not a racial one. The law is specific: the Jewish community is 
• 

an open community. A Jew is a J Jew by virtue of birth or conversion, and the 

convert is the full equal of one born a Jew. The Biblical tradition 

named Auth, a convert, as the great-grandmother of King David and, by in­

ference, direct ance■tor of the Maa■iah. The Torah tradition does not claim 

that Jews ar-a biologically ■uperior. Abraham was a semi-nomad of no particular 

nobility. .''A w■nd.-ing Aram•■n w■■ my father." The tribes whom Moses led 

out of Egypt--• deacrib■d •• ■n •••~•uf, an undiatinguiahed motley. · The 

Bible doe■ nat reproduce any myth parallel ta one common among ancient people•, 

that they or their Icing■ w • deacendllnt■ or the gocl■• OLr my~h• do not make 

u■ chilcren or~• od•, 

A■th.,.., 

-

•v•n daecend■nt• or aame ancient royal hau••• 

•• de endllnt• a" •l•v••• und1■tingu111hed. Ta be 
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sure, some Jews have felt superior but the tradition provides precious little 

support to thei~ claims and an occasional display of chauvin~sm simply testi­

fies to the fact that Jews, too, are human. The more the outside world 

derided the Jew, the more pride became a survival mechanism and it was often 

hard to separate pride in being worthy of a special relationship with God 

From a simplistic pride in one's own simply because t~ey are our own. A 

strong ego is as important to a people as to a perso~. In Eastern Europe 

_Jews were as impoverished as the peasantry but they were literate. Nor was 

the paradox lost on the Jew that Christians, whose polemicists ~alight to 

scoff at the Chosen People concept, rousingly claimed that the faithful were 

the New Israel, specially beloved of God, and that only those who join the 

new faith would be saved. The Torah tradition never had the chutzpah to 

claim that Heaven was a restricted subdivision. 

Sometime ago I wrote A History of Judaism, end naturally, someone 

asked why I had bothered. Part of the answer lies in the intrinsic fascina­

tion of our history. We are a long--lived people who have been around almost 

as long as the Chinese and longer than anybody else in the western world. 

We have not only been around but highly visible. Many folk have been around 

for millenia: the bedouins, for instance, but they have remained anonymous. 

Bedouins come and bedouins go and leave. no trace behind. By contrast Jews 
I 

have provided the basic themes of Western religion to Western man and a sig­

nificant percentage of Nobel Prize winners. Someone said, "Jews are like 

everyone else, only more ao." It is the "and more so" that makes us interest­

ing. Even those who do not like us admit our significance. Indeed, those 

who locate the root of prejudice in the acts of those against whom the preju­

dice 1• directed ■am■time■ argue t ·hat jealouay oF our energies and abilities 

fuel ■ ■ntl-■-lti-. 

. 
Th■ apaci■l and -.rpr1 ■1"1a me••as• or ■■ch religion ■uggesta that 

it■ ca111■unltf exhibit c_.t■in unlik• qu■llti••• . The miracle aF election, 

ua, etand■ ■t th■ baginning af th• Jew'• ■elf 
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understanding. Our myth, iF you will, has two parts: God's choice and our 

acceptance. We were not chosen by a divine whim, but so that God would have 

a national commitment to the Torah and there would have been no election iF 

Israel had not accepted God's commitment. 

Israel's special relationship with God was not a genetic accident 

or an impromptu happening, but an historic event consequent on the nation's 

acceptance oF the Torah. Sinai is Jewish shorthand For the enabling moment 

when the covenant was proclaimed . and ~FFirmed, when Israel took to itself 

"the special and surprising word." At Sinai Israel did not accept God. God 

does not nee.d acceptance. Rather, God oFFered Israel a covenant and Israel 

accepted its terms.Just as there are binding moments when our religion comes 

alive; Sinai was a binding moment when the way came alive and a new rel~tion­

ship between God and Israel was inaugurated: "God gave His word to Israel, 

and Israel gave its word oF honor to God" (Heschel) Israel accepted this set 

oF rules and duties which defined the way. Whether we accep~ the conven­

tfonal image oF a popular acclamation at Sinai oF the whole Torah or under­

stand the Torah as a compilation oF Divine Instruction given at various 

times and places, the Fact remains thatrinai symbolizes the critical moment 

when the tribes ceased to be among the anonymous clans oF black-tented 

bedouin shepherds who ranged across the Fertile Crescent and become a people 

of significance to themselves and to civilization. 

A hundred years ago non-Jews uaed to say "how odd of God to choose 

the Jews." The response, I guess, . ia "how odd the Jews one God did choose." 

0Lr significance begins with Sinai, the moment of choice or of being chosen, 

' both the active verb and the pa■aive verb apply. Whether we were chosen by . 
God for Hi■ own re■■on •• traditional theology haa it, or we chose to serve 

God•• hum■ni ■t■ pr-err ~o ■-y, no one denie• that Jewa felt choaen and 

obligated, and that tt,1• peaple, ba.rdened now with• ■en■e of mi•■ion, ■et 

out an• ■nc:1 h■ve h■d ■ di ■tingulehed c■r■■r. 
., 

r1nc1• dlPPiault ta repa■t th■ old prayer rormul■: 

" 
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Aren't all people equal both genetically and in the sight of God? I confess 

I am not much troubled by this phrase. I don't like arrogance, but I like 

insignificance even less. Anonymous people lead vague lives. Somehow, a 

family or a community whose citizens feel a special obligation, what the 

French used to call noblesse oblige, generally do have an extraordinary im-

pact on their communities. I do not mean that all Jews have been good, 

saintly or necessarily conscious oF a high obligation; far from it. Nor do 

I suggest that all Jews have been creative or wise. We have had our fools 

and our fanatics. I mean simply that as an historic people we have internal­

ized a sense of historic purpose and spun out a remarkably healthy and 

ennobling pattern of human relationships,and that a minority among us have 

concerned themselves with issues of peramount concern and witnessed by their 

lives to God's will. A part of the reason that you write a history of 

Judaism is simply that it is significant. 

To be a Jew is to feel significantly dif¥erent. I rejoice in this 

sense of significance. I would not like to feel that I was simply human 

flotsam being tossed about on a restless ocean. The Chosen People concept 

raises a people's consciousness of its potential, to use the modern jargon; 

and lifts up a community's pride in its past and present. Jews sensed that 

Israel plays a role in Gad'& plans, and the se~se of being special has 

always made the Jew a bit &elf-conscious and that's not necessarily bad. 

Sociologists often use• concept which they anomie. Anomie_ comes from the 

same root ea anonymous and is used to describe the Fact that when• peraon 

is not known to his neighbor• he will act l••• circumspectly then iF he 

might be recognized. We act diFFerently in• mob and at• Family outing. 

Jew■ could never let down bec■u • Gad and the world were watching. The tra­

dition ■aid it ■i■ply. Cho .. nne■■ and Tar■h are concept■ which are regularly 

1 read thi ■ age-ald ble■■ing 1• recited: "Pr•i••d 

be Yau, • hO■-n ua r -onca ■11 people ■ncl hll• given 

-....".l~...,.l'' ~.J..I'#',.,~- • U'~"'itJi"~._ .. __.,. _________ ~~~- - .,~,-· ___ , .... ,. 
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us this Torah, praised You, 0 God, Giver of the Torah.'' I have always 

thought the Chosen People concept was the way Jews said to th•emselves what 

careful parents tell their children: 'just because everyone does it, doesn't 

make it right. I didn't raise you to be ordinary.' The founding myth ties 

election to covenant. Chosenness imposes extra obligations. Qeund Lu :Mw 

c:cvenan:t; 1 ct-:losenneee impoeee ext1 a obligart:ia11ts. Bound to the covenant, Jews 

could not be satisfied with the ordinary compromises. We are chosen to live by 

' 
the Torah traditions. Israel's being chosen entailed special duties which are 

not an obligation on others and Israel is subjected to much more rigorous 

standards. 
can 

~fiosenness . provides a satisfying sense of significance, but it/also 

Qeuse frustration. Those who want only to be left alone to enjoy their back-

yards and a beer want no part of' a special destiny whose demands pull them 

away from the quiet and comfortable life. Perhaps that's why election has 

never been a popular idea in suburbia. 

I appreciaDe being chosen into our particular historic culture as a 

command not to settle for the shabby and the ordinary. You can't be 

anonymous as a Jew - at least it's hard to be. 

The concept of covenant (berit) seems to have borrowed from the forms 

of feudal relationship common in the ancient Middle East. When a king 

conquered another city-state he normalized the situation with a covenant 

treaty which established the terms of the new master-vassal relationship. 

Such a document began by announcing the victor's power and the main body 

of the text ■tipul■•ed the duties and taxes he-would expect of his vassal. 

It concluded by promising protection as long as the terms were faithfully 

abided ■nd by thr■■t■ning condign puni ■hment if either party reneged. The 

victor ■et~• ~---1••• but the covenant wa■ not activated until the vassal 

ace ptlld 

~l• daa1.aen• or re■lty, promi■e ■nd pro-

• l ovenant, with ■11 the rule• 
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which must be accepted was announced to Israel at Sinai by the King of Kings 

and there acclaimed by Israel, His servants, acclaimed not only For their 

day but For all time. The rite of reading From the covenant document, the 

Torah, in the synagogue symbolized the continuing efficacy of this special 

relationship: the renewal of God's pledge of support and of the community's 

pledge of obedience. Here was the rule and the promise that God would reward 

those lpyal to the rule. That covenant was seen as controlling Jewish life 

and destiny. So important was the promise that ~twas sealed in blood and 

imprinted onto the flesh of every male Israelite. At the circumcision the 

eight-day old boy was welcomed into the covenant of Abraham our Father. 

The covenant required many duties and promised many rewards. Here are 

the six hundred and thirteen commandments and all the happy symbols of re­

demption: the holy land, rain in its season, progeny, security For the nation, 

but the covenant was a living relationship not a text. It symbolized the 

fact that the Jew lived in a coherent world where the gods were not capricious 

and where God can be depended on. Here is the sanity religion provides. Here 

is the command you can fulfill. Here is the context which encourages spiritual . . 

and moral growth. Here is the commitment that there is reason to hope. 

Covenant thinking colors all Jewish thought. It is Israel's charter, 

but it is also Israel's promise of salvation, "IF you are willing and obedient 

you shall enjoy the good things of the earth.'' The covenant relationship was 

conceived as having been given by God in his grace, Israel had not merited 

it; and God would be long suffering - patient - as long as the people tried 

to meet its term■; but, if Iareel should prove contumacious, deliberately 

disloyal, the rel■tionehip could be ended. Israel remains thoeen people 

as long•• it r-■in • choo ing people. 

Why••• Ir■el cho■■n? At ~irat na one really asked 'why'; they 

simply acceptttdc,-111:ePully. L■t■r it we■ ■ugge■ted that Illl"'■el waa cho■en 

r:,reci ■ ly 

t■lc• 

• the 1 

and r■l • th 

■1t,niP1c■nt or the nation■• If Gad could 

an high, what could He not accomplish 
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No religious vision is worthwhile ir it does not lirt us out or 

laziness and compromise . . Some years ago Joshua Loth Liebman wrote a per-

ceptive little book in which he described the psychic encouragement which a 

vital Faith can provide. Peace or Mind became a best-seller because it 

presented the calming benerits or Faith to a world settling down arter the 

dislocations or a world war. I remember thinking at the time that the 

sense oF well-being which comes From Feeling in tune with the universe is 

only one side oF religion's benerit. A serious religious tradition must 

unsettle complacency and challenge moral lethargy. There are always some 

who look on their religious participation as a talisman, "I'm ·taking no 

chance"; but the tradition leFt no one in doubt that the covenant involved 

extra duties rather than special Favors. Strictness was the order or the 

day. "You specially have I known among the peoples or the earth, thererore 

will I visit upon you all yqur iniquities" (Amos 3:2). The covenant is not 

a list oF privileges but oF do's and don'ts. 
cozy 

The coyenant relationship seems a bit too : / as ir no one cared about 

the other nations. There was a covenant For Israel and one For all mankind; 

indeed, the covenant with Noah, the universal covenant, preceded Israel's. 

Its rules wePe more general, but the sense or duty and promise were no less 

real. The prophetic books include oracles denouncing various nations For sins 

committed against the terms or the Noahite covenant. God caP.es how all 

nations act. 

There was a protest. Thi ■ has the amell oF a private club. 

Not at all. The privilege of belonging to the covenant people is 

open to all. For all their wondarFul philoaophy Athens never outgrew the 

Feeling that all non-Ath■ni■n ware b.-bari■n■, le■■er breeds without the 

law. Ou-- tradition went the other ••Y• God i ■ not mine but everyone'•• 

Heaven i ■ not re■erved For •Y Family but op■n to ■ny and all who ■r■ deaerv­

ing. God'• Inll'truction are ta be llh..-ed ■nd th■ promi■• ■t ·the End of Day■ 

i ■ For ■11 peapl••• 
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I thought that Jews didn't seek converts. 

We did when we could. The New Testament describes Jews who crossed 

and recrossed the Mediterranean for that purpose until a series of devastating 

military defeats, in the first and second centuries when the Jews of Palestine 

rebelled against Rome and were disastrously beaten, and particularly until 

Christianity became the official church oF the Roman Empire, ~hen it became 

imprudent and potentially suicidal even to suggest conversion. 

But there are no Jewish missionaries. 

Every city has classes For those . who come to a rabbi and say: we've 

found our way to you a~d are interested. Every year I convert several dozen 

who called and came in. 

Why are we accused of being clannish? 

Because we are not willing to make ourselves over in their imame. 

Some months ago, on a plane, I found myself seated next to a priest. We 

Found shared interests and the time passed pleasantly, iF a bit competitively. 

His seminary courses in doctrine had taught him to put down the Chosen People 

idea as chauvinist. "You have many accomplishments but you set yourselves 

apart." He had renounced marriage and Family to become a priest. My turn: 

"Does not any serious commitment require a moving away from ordinariness?" 

His: "Your loyalty to each other precludes larger social concerns." I re­

minded him that at ordination he had bent and kissed the ring oF his bishop, 

promising total obedience, yet, he felt able to serve all. 

Substitute close ties for clannish and one oF Judaism's most attractive 

featu--ea ia suggested. Families should support each other in times of crisis. 

I find it only natural that when Jews in the Soviet Union or Latin America 

are in trouble they can tLrn to us. In a cruel world I do not want to feel 

bereft and ■lone and I was puzzled when Christians t1.rned · a cold shoulder to 

the .ur,arlng or rellow Chri■tian■ in Lebanon and the Sudan. 

Protetlt cam■ rrom ■nothw- direction. 

•• the rule■ not the chaia■ that bather■ me. I want to be free. 
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I don't want to have my creativity stifled or my spirit reined 

set down to control others. 

• in. Rules are 

There are rules and rules. A Fascist state has rules; and so does a 

free society. Arthur Rubinstein practiced four hours each day of his life. 

Did his practice of the piano's mechanics inhibit his ability to imprint 

his feeling on the music? I can't make up my mind, at least not intelligently, 

until I've researched an issue. Spontaneity can grace life only after 

discipline and preparation have raised our talents and sensitized our souls 

to the point where we can let go gracefully and creatively. There is a world 

of difference between 'being creative' and 'letting it all hang out.• 

You're right. A friend faced a writing block and resorted to drugs 

to finish his novel. By his own admission he produced trash. The novel was 

not finished until he sweated out his frustration while working at his 

typewriter. 

Freedom is the original virtue. God signs Himself: "I am the Lord, 

• Your God, Who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 

bondage." In early Biblical days a colorEul ritual enhanced the imperative 

of freedom. A slave who preferred the shabby security of. remaining another's 

responsibility to the challenge of freedom had his ear pierced as a sign 

that his ear was somehow defective since he had not heard God proclaim the 

law of release. Yet, our tradition always paired freedom and law. The 

slaves were a cantankerous rabble who would have returned to Egypt had not 

Moses, with great difficulty, brought them to Sinai where they bound ·them­

selves to the covenant and found a covenanted purpose. Freedom is not having 

endless free options, but knowing how to use the options available to you. 

But law is arbitrary. God announced the law and Israel simply accepted. 

True. Participatory democracy was not yet an idea whose time had 

come. But remember Sinai is not a symbol for any law, only God's law. God 

ia not a fallible and limited mortal but God, constrained by His natLre to 

be wi ■e and Fareeeing. It w■■ inconceivable that He should announce any but 
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a just and necessary rule and it remains inconceivable that the Law should 

be refined with any other standard in mind. 

Society requires law and Judaism understands God's law as a sanctifying 

and ennobling discipline. Sensitivity to the oppressed is imprinted in 

nearly every chapter of Torah law. We are not to deny justice to the power­

less or favor in court the well-placed or mock the strange dress or manner 

of aliens. Why'? "For you were once outcasts in the land of Egypt." Frequent 

experience as victim has left us particularly sensitive to human hurt, the 

consequences of which you see in the remarkable role which the Jew, though 

generally the most recent citizen of a state has played in recent reformist 

and humanitarian movements. When we were finally let in you would have 

though/we would have gorged cu-selves after centures of deprivation. A few 

among us were gluttons but not many. The proportion of well-off Jews active 

in liberal causes and voting for liberal candidates has often been noticed 

with surprise. 

Centuries as a victim taught us empathy, but it was God Who taught us 

the specifics of what we must do, and He did so not simply in detailed com­

mandments, but by making us sense His nature. A sage pondered the line in 

Deuteronomy which read: "You shall walk after the Lord your God." (3:5) 

God is not a person. How can we follow pure spirit'? The meaning is to walk 

in the ways of God. As He clothes the naked, so you must do. Similarly, as 

He visits the sick and comforts moLrnara. It was inconceivable that His 

rules be anything but right and neceaaary; and the Folk knew a God who studied 

His .own Torah, arranged narrative■, cared For the indigent and took care' of 

all His children. Theoretically, all interpretation oF the law had to be 

made in that apirit. The tradition ia Full of illustrative stories. A 

rabbi'• wire --.oouaed bar ervant girl 0F breaking• bowl and demanded that 

the gir-1 ••Ka -:MM1•~ out of' h.,. •as••• The girl denied the act and 

the woaan _... • ...... ~,~e , NMun1&t:y "•llgloua cot.rt. The rabbi ■aid 

h• ~ :-..AJ •■'4ml9CI klllln IWlld you. I lcnaw that, 

but ~It . .. ,.111.,.• - .... doe■ not lcnow the coLrt' ■ 
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methods and has no one else to defend her. 

But there are rules I don't agree with in the Torah. For instance, the 

stipulation of death as punishment for certain crimes. 

capital punishment. 

I don•t believe in 

Neither did many rabbis. Torah is the written text and an oral tradi­

tion, that which we now call Talmud,was what Israel understood the contracts 

to mean. Capital punishment was understood as a practice to be followed only 

in the most extreme situation. In most cases application was so limited 

by due process qualifications that it became almost impossibla to condemn 

a criminal to death. Was God's original statement of the law unjust? Not at 

all. The law needed to be understood in the spirit in which it was intended 

and what else could God have intended but that life be reverenced? 

When Israel stood at Sinai the Torah reports that they acclaimed the 

covenant in a surprising way: "~le will obey and we will listen." Agreement 

preceded knowledge of its terms. The myth suggests that the nctual words 

sp'oken that day were recognized as a beginning. The covenant was a docu­

ment of responsibility whose full implication would emerge ov~r time as we 

struggle to understand; and so it has been. The question nevor has been do 

Jews literally fulfill the original terms but are we heirs to its spirit? 

For a long portion of their formative years the Hebrew were slaves 

andr•memory of that brutality has not been forgotten; indeed, it is deliberately 

recreated each Passover season when we are made to say: "We were slaves to 

Pharoah in Egypt." Knowing what it means to be beaten and degraded we have 

a special obligation to help restore others to their freedom end to treat 

others with dignity. Heine, I think it was, who said, "Freedom speaks with 

a Hebrew accent." Jud 1am he not made ita peace .with any coercive systems. 

The hope oF ¥reedom ••m to have penetrated only ~o those parts of the 

globe reached by the comm nding voice aP God: "L■lt My paopie go." Czarist 

Russi■ held th■ Jew ■t 

illegitimacy or Cz 1 

•• 1• th b■c■u■■ o&.r pre■■nc■ ■lQge■ted the 

- .. rr: .... ar y. H11:lr'• pad\ol la _1 .hate -bf' .'the· .Jew 
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existed in part because our very existence suggested a way of life which 

would not subordin~te judgment to a feuhrer's decisions. But Heine saw 

only one-half of the eqqation: freedom speaks with a Hebrew accent and so 

do just laws. The ex-slaves were a cantankerous rabble until they accepted 

the covenant. Love can thrive only when two people are careful of their 

responsibilities to each other. Art emerges only when the artist has 

mastered his materials. Law permits freedom. 

The bell rang. We've covered a lot of territory. Someone asked me 

to pull together what I had said so they can think about it. 

The outside world may rot let you in and your psyche may not let you 

out, so why not see what a whole-hearted identification can let you become. 

We cannot jump out of' our skins. There is a sense in which being born a 

Jew, or a Christian or a Buddhist, forever colors our lives. Psychologists 

will tell you that one of the most important keys to mental health is to 

accept what you are, your genetic endowment, gender ., looks, bundle of 

talents. "Like yourself." Ultimately, the best reason to "become" a Jew is 

that you have the chance to and that generations can testify to the value of 

the experience. Since we cannot shed our soul, we would be foolish to 

squander the opportunity to appropriate for ourselves a noble and engaging 

inheritance - to give up being chosen. 
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' • ' Chapter 4 

WHY KEEP AT IT? 

My neighborhood was heavily Jewish and I was in high school before 

it hit home that not everybody was Jewish. I still remember my surprise 

when I recognized that there are only sixteen million Jews among the four 

billion earthlings. In the laboratory there is such a thing as a critical 

mass. A chemical can be in such minute quantities that it can no longer 

catalyse a reaction. Aren't we Jews at or below that point? And if we 

can't contribute to civilization, why keep at 'it? 

It was not always so. Jews never possessed overwhelming numbers, but 

we have not always been a tiny minority. Before the bloody and futile 

revolts against Rome in the first and second centuries, you've heard of 

Masada, Jews may have comprised ten percent of the population of the Eastern 

Roman world. In medieval Europe we represented perhaps two percent of the 

population, but a much higher proportion of the urban communities where the 

future was about to unfold. It is in recent generations that we have not 

kept pace with the population explosion. Analysts offer several reasons, the 

most tragic of which is the Holocaust. Then, too, Zero Population Growth 

appealed precisely to middle-class urban folk like us, and many of the future 

mothers of Israel were eager For careers. 

Our numbers ere significant only in the United States and Israel, so 

we console ouraelvea that quality, not quantity, counts; here, incidentally, 

lies the source of 01..r interest in Jew■ who nave made important artistic 

and scientific contribution■• 

A Jew mu■t worry ■bout number■ • One of 01..r better theologians, Emil 

Feckenheim h■■ written• goad deal ■bout what he h■a called• new command-

ment; ■pecir not ■llow Hitllll"" • pa■thumau■ victory. The Nazis 

meant ■nc:I ■l■o■t ■ucc■■dad. Ou- re■pon•• 
• 

mu t •• llqQarding to Fackenheim, 
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mandates not only support of the State of Israel, but children. 

I don't know any Jew eommitted to a one-child marriage ore career 

without marriage who will change his or her mind to spite Hitler. 

There was silence for awhile. We had come to one of those commitment 

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

or so someone asked why so few Jews realize how few we are. 

After a minute 

We are members of an upwardly mobile, achievement-oriented group, many 

of whose members tend to be extremely visible. Practically every day the 

seven o'clock news includes a report on the Arab-Israel conflict. Because 

of our civic energies and concentration in certain urban areas, candidates 

For major oFFice seek our vote. Jewish names appear routinely in scientific 

and business articles as well as in public life. We were not hired by the 

old-line businesses or allowed to move easily into the corridors of power, 

so we gambled our efforts and brains in high risk activiti~s, and when the 

world changed there we were. 

But there were other groups on the outside who did not advance as 

rapidly as we. 

We can thank the Torah tradition. Study was a mandated act of devotion, 

"and you shall teach them (the commandments) to your children." Judaism was 

one of the few religions which declared literacy a prerequisite for the 

religious life. By the second century of this era Jews had developed a 

compulsory education policy - at least For males. In medieval Europe a man 

proved he was a priest by showing he could read; this at a time when li.teracy 

was almost univer■■l among Jews. "We are the only people, the only European 

people, who have aa.rviv■d From antiquity pretty much intact. That means 

we kept our identity, ■nd it mean■ we ■re the only people who have never 

known analphebitiam. We ww-■ ■lwey■ literate bec■uae you cannot be a Jew 

without b■1'1i1 .lltr■t■• Th• women were l••• literate than the men but even 

they were uch or 1 t..,.1•~• thlln th■l~ col.lflt p t■ le■wh■r■• Not only 

the elit whole people, 

l 



in all its classes and on all levels oF giFtedness and intelligence" 

(Hannah Arendt). When the market place required human beings who could 

read and cipher and not simply muscles and stamina to do manual labor, we 

were ready. 

Another reason many Jews do not realize how Few we are is that the 

Jew looms large in the unconscious oF the western world. Non-Jews regularly 

exaggerate our numbers. The Christian Church was founded within and in 

opposition to the early synagogue, and throughout its history most theological 

deviations have been seen as Judaizing heresies, a term which covered a 

multitude of ideas, most common of which was the teaching that man is saved 

by a life of good works rather than a profession of faith. What was true 

of the Church was equally true of the mosque. Mohammed expected to convert 

the Jews of Arabia and when he failed he turned bitterly against them and 

destroyed the Jewish communities in the Hejaz. Both the New Testament and 

the Koran curse the Jews of the day for not accepting the new apostle of 

God. 

The medieval Christian feared that any act of acceptance or kindness 

towards Jews would incur God's wrath for he had been taught that we are 

cursed by God as deicides and condemned by Him to wander the earth as out­

casts. The images of anti-semitism are well-known: the mark of Cain, Shy­

lock, poisoner of the Host, ritual murderer, Christ-killer. We were set 

apart, made to weer special clothes and to live within ghetto walls. We 

were subversive oF religion because we held to another; patently inferior, 

yet somehow, compelling end threatening. We were few, but as the enemy we 

were dangerou■ to the •faith and the faithful; and as the enemy we became in 

people' mind■• powerful.fore■• 

Modern aecul.-ity did not end either prejudice or the labeling oF 

the Jew ... ,u. • • &ul myth 1 ply replaced the older religious ones. 

Itr w■ w_.­

inf'_..• .. ~ 1il 

an'tl-Chri ■t■, ••were ■ mongrel race, genetically 

• h ~- b■cillu■ or aubver■ive 



ideas; like Typhoid Mary we spread disunity and diseased ideas wherever 

we went. After the assassination of the Czar in 1880, Russia set out to 

eliminate the Jewish community. Our crime? We carried the virus of demo­

cratic change. Many see us as the masterminds of a powerful conspiracy 

against whatever institutions they held sacred: the~hurch; white supremacy; 

the working class; the Third World; Western values. 

Some years ago an Australian Catholic, Freidrich Heer, wrote an im­

portant study of anti-semitism called God's First Love. After its publica­

tion he received many letters, most of which struck this note: 

'Filled with dismay by your article about the Jews - and with satis­

faction at the indignation it has everywhere aroused - I am writing to 

you to force the peoples of the earth even more under Jewish domina-

tion, and even to press the church into its service.' '\tJho are you, 

sir, that you cannot acknpwledge what is acknowledged by millions of 

right-thinking people everywhere? And this you call, in defiance of 

all the facts, "the cancer of' Christianity"! Sir, what are you? Per-

haps you are yourself' a Jew or part Jewish, so that with typical Jewish 

blindness to your own Failings you profess not to recognize this 

"infamy"? Or have you been bribed with Jewish money to work, against 

all ideas of right and justice, for the subjugation of all peoples 

under the Jewish yoke?' •we have no wish to wipe out the distinctions 

which God in His wisdom made between the various peoples, nor to tolerate 

amongst us parasitic agitator■ euch •• the Jews have in Fact always been. 

God has not only asked u■, He has commanded ua, to Fight against wrong. 

And that is why we ■Ilk Christ, o&..r beloved immortal king, to deliver 

us from oLr and Hi • mie ■nd to de troy all effort■ to betray us 

Whenever privilege 

opportunity, the ch■•pla 

Whenever nation 11 

• roup damanding th■ir rightful 

I 



a cosmopolitan, "Fundamentally incapable or understanding the German soul," 

(Heinrich Paulus) which translated to mean that the Torah's lirting up or the 

concept of humanity, ran counter to the romantic notions about the superiority 

or the Aryan race. Whenever Marxism raised the banner or revolution against 

entrenched institutional power the Jew was branded as a commercial creature 

or bourgeois mentality whose religious ideas dulled men's perception or_ the 

necessity of revolutionary remedies. Whenever the masses were impoverished 

they blamed the Jews. Over the centuries laws prohibiting the Jews to own 

land and the exclusion or Jews From the Christian trade guilds Forced our 

Fathers into peddling and money-lending, and the rich who regularly milked 

the Jews or profit or their enterprise found it convenient to Focus arger on 

the pariahs rather than on those who truly benerited From the system, namely, 

themselves. 

You're right. I've had a roommate tell me how many Jews there are in 

the United States Senate who have never wondered how many · Baptists or un­

churched sit in that body; and he included in his list a Few unsuspecting 

gentiles. 

One reason to keep at it is that we remind the world or ideas and values 

it would rather Forget. A Jew brought with him an understanding or the Bible 

which gave the lie to all the concordants between church and state which 

sanctiried class and clerical privilege. The Bible was a cross the imperial 

church had to bear. Except for the so-called proor passages which presumedly 

Foretold the coming of Christ, they did not want the masses discovering and 

rallying round an Amos or Isaiah's condemnation of all who abused power; Paul 

had made it easy for the power elite to legitimatize their roles when he 

prescribed a high wall of separation between spiritual interests and govern­

ment; "Render unto Caesar the things that belong to Caesar and to God the 

things that belong to God;" so the medieval church actually locked up what it 

called the Old Testament lest the faithful read and "misunderstand." 

A■■ political outcast the Jew found hia political interests naturally 

- · 
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allied with the rebels, revolutionaries and reformers who sought a larger 

justice. As a believer whose religion began with the miracle of the Exodus, 

the Jew worshipped a freedom loving God Who had declared that part of a 

believer's duty was "to proclaim freedom throughout the land." The social 

revolutionaries of the eighteenth and nineteenth century drew much of their 

inspiration precisely from such texts and, by citing the prophetic vision of 

an earthly Jerusalem, a here and now goal, which would be achieved through 

the overhaul of all existing political and economic structures, challenged 

Christianit~•s supernaturalism, its promise of pie in the sky, if everyone pa­

tiently accepted malnutrition and subjugation in this· life. The Jewish 

messianic hope included Heavenly rewards but never let go of the possibility 

of establishing Jerusalem as a model city. The imperial churc~ had locked 

the Bible away, but the Jew kept these texts alive, and when Christians 

finally read the Old Testament they came across ideas of community, justice 

and righteousness in tune with their new expectations. Old privileges were in 

fact not sanctioned by God as those who enjoyed those privileges had claimed 

all along. Unrest among those who defended the old order blamed the Jew for 

the Bible and its uncomfortable ideas and sought to keep him quarantined lest 

he spread his spiritual infection. 

The Jew was never seen es he was. There are flattering interpreta-

tions of our role in history as well as prejudiced ones. The French essayist, 

Jacque Maritan, described Judaism aa "like an activating leaven injected into 

the mass" whose role i• to teach the world "to be discontented end restless 

as long as the world haa not God." The drama of' the individual struggling 

against repression and tyranny in the Soviet Union focuses on the Jew. The 

survival oF the State of Iarael ha• come to ■ymbolize the struggle of democracy 

to maintain it■elr ln • world of medieval prejudice and oily powllt""'. In• 

world full of r.ruca••• ...,._. are faw Jawiah refugee■ and, if Jew■ can help it, 

Y• When • ftu■■i■n Jew arrive■ in I-••1 he 1 ■ given • 

job and• lctl)f ,he 1 v■• •h• ■lrpar-t;. Wh■n h■ arrlv■■ in 

-·, -
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Cleveland he is given a job and an apartment. Neither th~ Holocaust nor Arab 

wars have broken this people's incredible will to survive in dignity; proof 

to ourselves and the world of the potential oF the human spirit. In a world 

which is increasingly statist, the Jew represents the challenge of individualism, 

freedom of conscience, thoughtful perception and a higher purpose. Such a 

view is flattering but it must be recognized that it is a symbolic role which 

is affirmed. The Jew is not seen as he is, but treated mythically and invested 

with powers which he does not possess. 

Around the dinner table I often hear my parents discuss whether this or 

that famous author or movie star or politician is a Jew. We share this sense 

of Jewish importance. They often refer to "Jewish power" in Washington. 

Would that there was such a Force. In the nineteen-thirties, when the 

Jews were the boat people, nothing Jews said or did substantially changed our 

government's restrictive quotas on immigration. A university may have a 

sizeable Jewish enrollment, but the administration will not give a second 

thpught about setting registration on Rosh Hashanah or Yem Kippur. Would our 

government sell sophisticated weapons to the Aejectionist Front States, Jordan, 

Iraq, and Syria, if Jewish power were all it's puffed up to be? 

Where, then, did we get such ideas? 

In par.t From non-Jewish conspiracy theories. In part from the observable 

fact that our impact on history ha■ been far beyond what, given our numbers, I 
might have been expected. In part from the biblical doctrine of election, the 

belief that God chose Iarael for a p1.rpo&e and that we serve God's purpose 

by obeying the Torah. "You are my witne••••• aaya the Lord." By our witness 

others are led to appreciate the way which i• Torah. 

Ur-roll a Torah acroll to the ■ixth chapter of Deuteronomy to the famous 

line which i ■ Judaili-•• praf'e■■ian af faith - "Haar, O Iar-■el, the Lord our­

God. The Lord 1• IDrl-1" .... 8 yau will note, even if you cannot read Hebrew, 

that the l■■t 1 ,_~ hWIM ....__. .,.... 1 t word■ .-e written double-■ized. 

The e let~• .. • • tiM•-r•t.a l·••~• 111 ... r.a • which ••n• wlt.n• •• 



The ancient scribal tradition lifts up the idea that when we recite the 5hema 

we witness to our faith in God and the Torah. A German philosopher of the 

lest generation, Hermann Cohen, put the witness idea this way: · Jews offer 

God their presence in the world, a presence which proclaims God's sovereignty 

and casts suspicion on all purely human, political and ideological certainties. 

We stand for the worship of the gracious and merciful unseen God against all 

idolatries. 

Since Sinai the Jewish people have felt committed to a special mission. 

The mission theme was articulated during the Babylonian Exile when Deutero­

Isaiah heard God say that a time would soon be at hand when the exiles would 

return to Judea and, having acknowledged the power of God, would live there 

as a compelling example to the rest of the world, "a light unto the nations." 

He spoke of a Judea reborn, organized according to Torah law, providing 

not only a security to its citizens but a compelling vision to the world. 

Jerusalem would by its existence and eKample suggest to other nations the 

v~rtue of justice and Torah. "For out of Zion shall go forth the law and the 

word of the Lord from Jerusalem." Modern political Zionism is an outgrowth 

of this vision. Zionism is not simply a program for a place to which displaced 

Jews come, but a vision of a just and enlightened community where the values 

of the Torah tradition are realized in daily practice. The motto of the 

first pioneers was the Biblical phrase, "Zion shall be built in justice." 

Oeutero-Isaiah's vision was unique for its time. The spread of religion 

by conquest and the sword, common in pagan religions, gives way here to the 

theme of conversion through the compelling Force of example. Here is a vision 

of a God who is concerned not only with His own but with the Future of all 

peoples. 

The Jew■ r■tu--ned to Zion and, For the better part of a millenium, 

maintained their ■t■t■ until Rome de■troyed the Temple (70 C.E.J and the people 

were again di par ■d. Wh■n D■ut■ra-I ■■i■h'• mi ■■ian imagery had to be moth­

balled until ■ Jewiah Stat■ would b■ r■e■t■bliah■d, • new mi ■aion myth emerged 
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which centered on the power of Jewish worship. In its Kabbalistic formula-
tion, and Kabbalah preoccupied the Jewish mind during the Middle Ages, it 
was taught that an accident had taken place at Creation, part of God's being 
had become trapped in the cosmos, caught up in material shells. Only the 
prayers of Israel, particularly the prayers of the holy and learned in Israel, 
could break open those shells, release the imprisoned light, allow God's 
being to become whole, and to gain the power to establish the messianic era. 
A wounded world could not be healed without the faithful devotion of Jews. 

That's incredible. 

All myths are to outsiders; but recognize it for what it was, an 
attempt to explain the incongruities of our experience, why God does not send 
the messiah to a beleaguered, persecuted and faithful people, and why Israel 
should keep at it. Because we had a mission we were not what we seemed to 
be, a small and impotent people, flotsam tossed about by the cruel seas, but 
the people whose existence was critical to history. Without our devotion 
ma~kind had no future. The mission idea kept our people morally sensitive 
and relatively sane. 

In recent times the mission idea was reshaped to conform to the con­
temporary spirit of activism. The original idea ~sd been if Jews would take 
themselves in hand and maintain Zion in justice, God would be pleased and 
order up the Messianic Age. Now pulpit& transformed the mission idea into a 
morally bracing sermon which suggested that it is the duty of the Jew, as heir 
of Amos, to serve ener~etically the cau■e of social and economic justice. 
Wherever he lived the Jew would be the F■llhioner oF the brave new world. 

The Torah commended, 'lov■ your n■ighbor a■ youreelr.• The prophets 
commanded, 'righteau n •• ri ht■au n■■■ llh■lt thou pu--aue.• Political history 
with its per■ecutio 11 • 'the tradition ■•n■itized the Jew to injustice. 
Your grandparent n.~ ..... 1~ w wlthaut right■ ■nd denied opportunity • 
They were ,....~ ~ .... ~ •--• a • Jeland? In the United • 

• t:a be raund 
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among Jews, and they cast their ballots predominantly for liberal causes. 

Our fund-raising efforts on behalf of refugees and need are legendary. Social 

. 
work has been a largely Jewish profession. Whether they worked for the rights 

of factory workers, farm workers or racial minorities, Jews sensed that they 

were acting as their religion encouraged. Had not the sages chosen the 

fifty-eighth chapter of Isaiah as a synagogue reading for the holiest day of 

the religious year, Yem Kippur? "This is the fast that I desire: to unlock 

the fetters of wickedness and untie the cords of lawlessness, to let the 

oppressed go free; to break every yoke. It is to share your bread with the 

hungry, and to take the wretched into your home; when you see the naked to 

clothe him, and not to ignore your own kin." 

Didn't they recognize that as a minority of outsiders they couldn't 

transform the world? 

The old order was passing, the apostles of the new order often quoted 

Scripture and Jews were accustomed to think of themselves as consequential. 

It was a time when Jews were terribly conscious of our 'contributions to 

civilization.• The conventional wisdom had it that civilization, then defined 

by the culture of the West, grew from two sources: the religion of Israel 

and the philosophy of G~eece. Primacy in learning was given to Aristotle, 

primacy in moral passion was given to Amos. Jews had given to the world the 

concept of the one God, the Ten Commandments, the hope of immortality and the 

concept of humanity. "have we not all one father? Has not one God created 

us all?" They had provided the prophet■ whose uncompromising commitment to 

justice sparked the cur-rent reform. Jew■ had• leading role in shaping the 

modern ethoa, Mehler, Freud, Eineteini and in the reform of the old order, 

Lassalle, Marx, Br■ndei ■ • So many J■w■ were among the pioneers of nuclear 

Physics that the N•zi ocked it•• Judenphy■ik until they found out its im-

portance. I've ~ft n ~auaht th t the Allie■ won the S■cond World War because 

Germany o Aryn repl110■111ent■ ror the Jewi ■h acientiats. 

x hated hi ■ ■nc■■try. I 
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remember being shocked at his diatribe, A World Without Jews. 

Marx lived much of his life in a London filled with poor Jews. Nothing 

in his writings shows that this man, whose soul was outraged at the institu­

tions which created urban poverty, ever saw or cared about the Jewish poor 

who lived on his doorstep. Why Marx was prejudiced against his ancestors I 

leave to biographers with the suggestion that the world's tendency to dismiss 

unwanted ideas as Jewish places a heavy burden on Jews who want to be heard. 

For our purpose, since the imprint of our environment is indelible, the 

intellectual and social concerns Marx evidenced were in some measure a re­

fraction of the religious world of his fathers. 

I am allergic to excessive rhetoric. Is it really clear that there 

would be no one to light the way if Jews were not around? Twenty-five 

centuries ago only Israel insisted on human worth and human equality. Today, 

thank God, there are other sensitive and concerned groups who encourage their 

followers to reach beyond self-serving political philosophies and familiar 

social attitudes so as to reform the old order. There is the cou-ageous work 

of the Mother Theresas who work in the slums of the world. There are the 

experiments in social democracy of the Scandinavian countries and the volunteers 

of the Peace Corps and Vista. There is the non-violent gospel of racial 

justice cherished by the disciples of Martin Luther King. 

The value of Jewish su--vival can be discussed in at least two non-mythic 

ways: the actual rather than the mythic consequences for the world which 

result from 01.r continued exl ■tence • Jewa, a measure of some consequence 

but one that cannot be taken ■ccu-ately; and the consequence for Jews which 

resulta from ou- being ah■ped by the Jewi h tradition. Thia latter point la 

for me the critic 1 an■• 

I hOld ~-~ I ■•1 1 prl• y r■apan lbility has been and is to cultivate 

dignity 

.- no1: 

w■y 

---·-el. Tho • who cannot t■k• them■elve■ in hand 

o - - - -·--atft"' d. Th■ ,.- My■tery, th• actual 

Gad. OLr ■age■ u■ed . 



to say, "The miracle is not always recognized by the one who is its agent," 

which I take to mean that our existence as a people has importance, but that 

God is not about to tell us precisely how we are important. Our sages also 

said: "Sanctify yourself before you seek to sanctify others." The traditional 

messianic vision has it that in the end of days the many will flock to the 

mountain of the Lord. Why will they come to Zic~? Because those who live 

there will have built their lives around Torah values. The story was often 

told of a young rabbi who set out confidently to save the world. Repeated 

disappointments taught him that this task was beyond his capacity, so he 

reduced his expectations. He would kindle the fires of faith in his congrega­

tion. Despite his best efforts many remained unresponsive. Again, he lowered 

his sights. He would raise his family in piety, but each home has its prodigal. 

At the end of a long and industrious life . the rabbi realized that the one 

accomplishment he could guarantee was the cultivation of his own soul. The 

hope that our efforts are consequential encourages us to do more, but we 

cannot be certain. We do what must be done. 

I have been fortunate in my profession and family and there are times 

when I say to myself, •take it easyf Others can see that integration occurs 

peacefully or that a decent welfare program is enacted;' but when the Sabbath 

comes, and it arrives each week, and t~e Haftarah is from Amos of Isaiah, I 

know that I cannot be one of those who are et ease in Zion. I hold that the 

value of Jewish &1.rvival is beat established in terms of the growth, sensi­

tivity and maturity which the Torah tradition makes available to those who 

opt for the Jewiah way of life. There i ■, or can be, a formative tension 

between traditional ide■ • familiar institutions and the "I" as we reach for 

a vision which help■ u --~• ••n1111 out of life ■nd a way which affords grace 

and growth. 

envlr 

■ta 

The prob 11G1 
.. ~~ •1• ion t■nc■ i ■ that it empha■ized a 

,. p1•t1•• which ■lane c■n provide an 

onl~ in knowlecfa• but in under­

in aoci■l re■pon■ibility, 



-72-

not only in awareness but in holiness. You will not find in our literature 

the image of Don Quixote setting out to overthrow all the evil of the world 

with a broken lance, a garrulous friend, and a swaybacked horse. For all 

our knowledge our world has not been particul.arly successful in providing an 

environment in which children can grow up into balanced, wholesome and 

sensitive adults. The education of the whole man has been neglected for the 

education of the technician, the soldier, the faithful comrade, the patriot. 

The home has been reduced to an economic unit, and many parents off-handedly 

relegate to others many of the responsibilities of training and guidance. 

Much in our environment encourages us to compete, to mistake possession for 

happiness, to accept the inevitability of war, to pass by an injured person 

lest we be sued. 

The Torah tradition refracts other values: a way of life which insists 

and emphasizes that the soul of each child is precious and that our purpose 

is to serve God, not the machine, the party or the state. Our classic texts 

are biographical and humane rather than scientific and technical. Our classic 

achievements are a sensitive home, a truth-seeking school, and a synagogue 

searching for God. Our religion is a sanctified way of life, a culture which 

sets as its goal the disciplined man, fully informed, spiritually independent, 

but socially conscious and morally bound to the commandments of God. 

culture, if it is seriously pursued, justifies its existence. 

Such a 

Rabbi, tho•• are big, vague word■, and I'm not sure that they're not 

just word■• When I looked ■t th■ Torah I ,ound some things I agreed with 

and m■ny I did not. 

It eemed ta da■l 

matt • •• 

auch 

1 

I ano■ picked up• Talmud and skimmed a page or two. 

inuti■ or ritual and with such non-religious 

••--=r••~•• Whare do you find ■uch hi-falutin' ideas in 

In thetn■■lv■■, •• booka on my 

laoa, cl■■■ic■ if you 
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an environment which is no longer ours. To read a translation of either an­

thology is to find oneselr reading material, some of which is Familiar and 

some passing strange, alternately stirring and boring. There are all those 

'begets' at the beginning or Genesis and a complex discussion of the precise 

time for the recitation of the Shema fills the opening chapter of the Talmud 

which, to quote one student, tells me more about that arcane subject than I 

care to know. 

Torah and Talmud are books and they are also beginnings. The reading 

and interpretation of the Torah was and is the central act of devotion in 

the synagogue. The reading and interpretation of Talmud was and is the 

central act of devotion in the yeshivah. On the one hand both anthologies 

are archaic documents full or rules we have outgrown or find unacceptable, 

and on the other the power or their transforming themes is such that each 

generation has read with benerit and sensed a vision splendid. We no longer 

burn witches; indeed, it is doubtful if Israel ever did; but the Bible's 

. 
attac~ on magic, necromancy, whispering charms over wounds, and like super-

stitions remains a challenge to our Age of Aquarius. Our lives are governed J 

l 
by the common law rather than rabbinic norms, but the fundamental principles 

of the Talmudic system challenge many common _ juridic practices. Reports on I 
I 

torture es e means of crimina~ investigation are rare in Jewish records end I 

police brutality almost unheard of. The reason is simple • . Under Talmudic 

law a men cannot be forced to testify againat himself, and even voluntary 

selr-incrimination i• not accepted•• evidence. 

Out or the Torah emerge theme■ which affirm the unity of God, and 

dignity of m■n, the imperative or community ■nd a political vision baaed on 

Freedom, Ju■tlc• ■net 1••~ The prophet■ et out boldly the imperative of a 

cla■■le • aoal 11 nd • 

l■w - lclr,g 

in no 

lv• aaci■l ord.,.. No on■ i ■ above the 
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Torah's Instructions remains just that - one of the mysteries on which our 

faith rests. 

Ancients sanctified the moments spent at the shrine. Jews were en-

couraged to sanctify every moment of their lives. The structure of his com-

munity, the way he conducted business, the way food was prepared and eaten, 

the relationship of husband and wife, all were divinely mandated and spiritually 

significant. "In all your ways acknowledge Him." There was a blessing for 

every occasion, and this multiplication of pious expressions was not a way to 

gain merit but a signal that a standard of holiness should be involved in 

all that we do. Marriage was not simply a sexual arrangement or an arrange­

ment of property, but kiddushim, a sanctification of two lives. Farming was 

not sowing and harvesting but careful stewardship of God's creation. We 

think of the marketplace as a jungle where the only rules are to survive, 

make a profit and not get caught. Business was not making out but the honorable 

management of production and distribution conducted according to Torah stan­

dards, • just weights, just measures.•: God's standards applied to commerce, 

politics, marriage, indeed to all of life. That's why the Talmud deals with 

commercial matters. Neither Torah nor Talmud gave any occasion to argue that 

business or politics were governed by a different set of rules than one's 

home or religious life. 

There is a rule in Deuteronomy that cities of refuge are to be desig­

nated in bhe Promised Land •hr• one guilty or unpremeditated murder could 

flee and escaper ve .... ~. The rule eem quaint and some historians doubt 

that such citie act~~•~ w t bliahed; but the idea suggests a central 

element in th 

city polic 

•11 

juatice. In those year■ there were no 

l Y• If ■ m n ••• mu--dered his kinsmen 

■ certain crude justice in 
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some court or sheik took over from the posse. Whether such cities actually 

existed is not as important as the fact that this rule did, and its existence 

focused judiciai concern on due process, change of venue and a fair trial, 

worthy concerns indeed, and ones which were fully and sensitively developed 

in rabbinic thought because it was clear that God wished them to be. 

The Torah mandates a shrine-based sacrificial cult. Few of us would 

want to take.part in_ such worship. Maimonides didn't either and carefully 

explained that God had authorized sacrifices because it was the form of worship 

familiar throughout the ancient Near East. "Man by his nature is not capable 

of abandoning suddenly all to which he was accustomed." Even God makes haste 

slowly. The Israelite shrine was a typical West Asian building where familiar 

devotional rites, libations, incense burning, prostration, took place; but 

there were differences. In every other shrine there was an inner room where 

the cult's images were kept. In the Temple there was an inner room, the 

Holy of Holies, where nothing was kept. It was an imageless space, designed 

tci remind people that God is spirit, not form, here, yet everywhere. 

Leviticus is full of shrine regulations, but the prophetic books in­

sisted that religion dealt with more than the shrine. "Who has asked this of 

you to trample my courts? Bring no man vain oblations. " • • It is essential 

Judaism that our responsibili~ie■ to ethers take precedence over our re­

sponsibilities to God. On the Day of Atonement we must first make our peace 

with those whom we h ve wronged or maligned before we can confidently ask 

God for Forgiv■n• •• Two of the ■ix diviaiona of the Talmud deal with the 

Temple and it■ cul t. Th--- • eldam ■tudied in the yeshivot, just ae 

most of u■ kim ~-- ~~~•1•~1 rul•• of Leviticus. They were not entirely 

omitted becay w,,w - t-~--- ■tform from which all later ritual developed~ 

the psalm ..... ~-- T•Pl•I but they wer-e not given the weight 

accord d ...-.~uy■ where practice remained 

loh, like the 
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the shrine King Solomon built in Jerusalem. 

Dispersion led Jews to create meeting houses in their various settle­

ments where they conducted public business and recited the songs and liturgy 

of the central shrine. With the destruction of the Temple, the synagogue 

became a sanctuary and a new religious institution emerged. The Temple had 

been hierarchal. In the synagogue anyone could lead worship. Architecture was 

important to the Temple whose dimensions were said to represent the propor­

tions of the cosmos. The synagogue was simply a room. The Temple had to be 

in Jerusalem on Mt. Zion. Synagogues could be any place. Since Torah 

reading and the psalms were central parts of the worship, the Jew was con­

stantly reminded oF his tradition's teachings. Facing Jerusalem during his 

worship, he was reminded of his messianic hopes. Just as the Torah was the 

first Scripture to be treated as an open book and not the monopoly of priests, 

so the synagogue was the First democratic sanctuary where anyone might teach 

or preach and no one did your religion for you. 

O.K. I accept the idea that the Biblical and Talmudic spirit were 

transforming ones and that they inspired a long-lived and vital tradition, 

but today these ideas are common property. The Christians claim the Bible 

for themselves. The Koran includes Biblical themes. The common law protects 

the individual as much as Talmudic law. Isn't the work of a separate Jewish 

community over and done? 

Tor■h civiliz tion ha■ never ceased creating new and stimulating forms, 

nor have other tradition■ CINl■■d borrowing our ideas. The mosque and many 

forms or the Pt-at ~--.... Chl.rch rl■ttered the synagogue by patterning them-

sel ve• on i ta op.aft 

univert111l 11t:art11m, 

structi.r. -
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Families~ and ma~y a nineteenth century reformer blueprinted his welfare 

state after the modes of what he saw in the ghetto. In Cleveland, as in many 

American cities, the concept of a combined charities campaign was borrowed 

by civic leaders impressed by the way local Jews organized to take care ·of 

their own. The progressive social movements of recent times drew on the 

language and imagery of the prophets and just as many of the Protestant 

leaders of the enlightenment had consulted Hebrew teachers to better under-

stand the Bible, so many social reformers quoted the prophets. As soon as 

political emancipation allowed Jews to plunge into national issues they did 

so in proportion far beyond their numbe~s and long before they had enjoyed 

many of the advantages which now, for the first time, were available to them. 

Today, though it is harder to pinpoint the effect of corporate Jewish life on 

the world at large, the kibbutz movement has played a seminal role in man's 

experimentation with voluntaristic communitarian societies. 

You're back to 'outside' talk. 

Right, but it suggests creative capacity of the Torah tradition, that 

all that energy is spent and I find it hard to believe. As I've said I agree 

that the bottom line answer to 'why keep at it' is that there's no better 

religious vision around which to wrap your soul. My argument is simple: 

since you must, in any case, open yoLr soul to a religious vision, why not to 

one of proven worth? Yot.r great grandfather never asked the question. There 

were no options. The Torah tr dition was hie destiny end being a Jew taught 

him how to ba h~an. You have tion■, or think you have. Deep down we feel 

ourselves unl•~ _. p n I ~---• Torah tradition is going to help &hepe 

your liF• yo~ liberate choice to open yourself up to it. 

~hat I'm 



Chapter 5 

THE TREE AND THE RIVER 

We had had a good night's sleep and breakfast. 

the questions which had festered overnight. 

It was time to let out 

I'm confused. I hear talk about Jewish identity, Jewish values, a 

Jewish way of life and conflicting images come to mind: a youngster playing 

baseball with a yalmulke on his head; a bar mitzvah service in a congrega­

tion where almost everyone is bareheaded, a petition signed by a number of 

rabbis supporting a woman's right to have an abortion on demand, a rabbi as 

the keynote speaker at a Right-to-Life convention. At my bar mitzvah 

grandfather said, "Always be a good Jew." Now I'm not clear what he meant. 

Can there be different ways to jew? 

Our grandfathers were two generations closer to old world ways and 

quite comfortable with a Judaism that derived its religious and cultural 

values from the distant past, provided orientation and coherence in the 

present and let them face the future with a familiar hope. This old shoe 

understanding of the Torah tradition had provided dignity and survival for 

centuries, and those raised within this successfully functioning culture had 

no difficulty defining themselves or their religion. Your grandfather 

probably hoped you would be proud aF your heritage, practice Judaism in the 

way he knew and be active in Jewish eFfeirs. 

Traditional ab erv■nce still engages many, but others would describe 

themselves as "good Je1_1■" who are nan-traditional in their observance. In 

the old world soma Jaw ware piau■, others indiFFerent; some learned and 

other• eimple; • rrv nt ■nd 110me skeptical; but no one doubted that there 

wa • definable J w w ~ of life. IF you had a question oF P"'BCtice you 

could look ar them nu■l like Jo •Ph K■~o•• Shulhan 

Aruch (17c]. T-----•• , w b• -.re, ah minor paint■ ■nd variant 
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loyally held. Orthodox and Conservative congregations celebrate most major 

holidays for two days; Reform observes only one day. Some Jews keep kosher 

but rarely attend worship. Others attend regularly but make no attempt to 

keep the dietary laws. There is a Jewish State pioneered by Jews, some of 

whom will not enter a synagogue of any kind. Either we read out all non-

orthodox approaches as misguided and heretical or we accept the fact that our 

community is no longer of a mind and that there are significant reasons why 

various groups are reshaping their understanding of the Torah tradition. 

I respect those who hold to the older view but I do not look at the 

Torah tradition in the same way they do. They claim that God intruded in 

history at a particular time and allowed Moses to mediate His, God's word, 

and that these are the only complete and final directions from God we have or 

will ever have, is a static idea inadequate to our time and, in fact, an inede-

quate description of the religious history of the Jewish people. There were 

prophets after Moses. The Talmudic sages were scholars, but many were also 

mystics who "saw" answers or "heard" a bat kol, a voice, tell them how to 

interpret Torah. The Torah tradition has been and is an evolving religious 

civilization, an outgrowth of the founding insights and of an unceasing explora­

tion and redefinition of them. The Torah tradition is a process which con­

tinues to be affected by the founding words but has moved irreversibly beyond 

its original formulation. 

How can Torah be the same, yet net the same? 

You are thinking of Torah as a scroll. Think of Torah instead as a 

living tradition. E~erything that i• ■live is in the process of change. The 

image of the adult•• ■imply• larger ver•ion of the child, though it seems 

common■en■ical, in f■ct, i ■ not true. The child ha■ immunities absent in 

the adult and th■ adult h■■ • mu■culature end n..,.vou■ ■y■tem quite different 

from the child'•• YWw•rty ■nd ■c:lol ■■c■nc■ , fund■m■nt■l phy■ical and 

The red-haired, blue-eyed infant grow■ into 

Tarah tradition 1• 
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a living system so it is not surprising that the practice and presentation of 

Biblical times grew and changed into the rabbinic tradition and continues to 

grow and change even in our day. 

Judaism is not a set of ideas and rules which have been known ever 

since Moses received a complete Torah from God; but a dynamic religion which 

has developed out of the original moment of meeting and out of the reflections 

and religious experiences of all those to whom that original meeting has 

remained significant. To make this point I tend to avoid the term Judaism 

which suggests a fixed set of ideas and practices constant over time and, 

incidental!~ is a term first applied to us by outsiders, and use instead the 

term, Torah tradition, which suggests a process of ongoing commentary on the 

founding themes. In its most specific designation Torah describes the scrolls 

of the Five Books of Moses, Genesis through Deuteronomy, which we keep in the 

_ark; but Torah has broader meanings. Torah comprises all that came to be 

considered as revealed, the written as well as the oral law, and all serious 

commentary on that revelation. Many use Torah to signify all Jewish learning. 

Our people's special and mysterious word is the Torah and so is all that we · 

have found that word to mean. 

Etymologically, Torah derives from a Hebrew root which meant to shoot 

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

Torah provides a structure for a living community as well as its informing 

ideas. The Familiar Torah text expresses not only matters of theology such 

as monotheism but practical rules such aa damages due iF a Farmer's ox gored · 

his neighbor'• cattle, thu■, it provides a fabric oF meaning as well as a fabric 

of communal norm■ and ethical coneiderations which are relevant to the living 

community. 

Th■ Tar bath in th■ ■ynagogue following an annual 

cycle. J••• make ■uch a thing of an 

Bach week th■ text i• 

w appropriate much of 
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way the Torah tradition has evolved, continually draws new meaning out of the 

Word. When I am asked, do you believe in revelation, ~y answer rests on the 

mysterious power of the Torah text to remain insightful and challenging, and 

I am not afraid to call that abolutely unique capacity, no other ancient text 

has it, divine. 

If one understands the Torah as I do, as a beginning rather that a sum­

mation, as a living and emerging process rather than as a religion fixed in 

Moses' time for all times, we have to face as honestly as we can your questions, 

what is authentic in the Jewish experience. Over the centuries there have been 

all kinds of changes in the people's understanding of Torah and many a struggle 

over each transformation. The Karaites who accepted only the authority of 

the written Torah charged the Talmudists with having added foreign material 

to Moses' law. Today the shoe is on the other foot and Talmudists charge 

liberal and conservative Jews with the same crime. 

Though some who are orthodox find it difficult to credit, many who do 

not follow all the rules of the halacha feel themselves loyal and observant 

jews. The more traditional-minded look at our history and see a fixed system 

handed down the generations by an unbroken chain of teachers. 

Some years ago I was asked to write the article on "Heresy and Heretics" 

for the proposed Encyclopedia Judaica. A heretic is often a firm believer 

who simply does not control a majority of votes at the synod; so I wrote, 

"The heretic may be bitter or cynical or defiant, but he is not an apostate 

and often believes that he repreaenta true Judaism." The proof I received 

contained this revised language. "The heretic may be distinguished from the 

apostate in that although h hold■ b■lieFa which are contrary to accepted 

doctrine■, he doe not renounce hi ■ religion entirely." My editor was not 

willing to r■c■ th• po 1b111ty that the rabbinic Formulation oF Judaism was 

not the 111 • all pr-ore•■ion■ or Torah must be gauged. 

I • conatant change. Polygamy waa an 

1--- 1110nag11111y 1 ■ required in 



Karo's text. The Temple was served by hereditary priests. In the synagogue 

priests have no significant authority. There was always change but the need 

for certainty is powerful and the rabbis did not have the mindset to call 

change by its right name. 

There have been differences over time and sharply divergent attitudes 

among contemporaries. Biblical Jews enjoyed worship full of pageantry and 

centered on sacrifices. Two Biblical prophets, Hosea and Isaiah, condemned 

such ritual as misplaced duty: "~-Jho has asked of you to trample my courts 

The Pharisees affirmed the resurrection of the body, the Sadducees denied 

?" . 

this teaching. Some Talmudic sages insisted that the messianic age will differ 

from our age only in that there will be an end to foreign domination over the 

Jewish State; others awaited a messianic age in which human nature and the 

social order would be transformed. In the eighteenth century the Hasidic 

movement shaped itself around miracle-working saints while other rabbis de­

nounced these wonder-working rebbes as charlatans. 

Modern liberal movements are not the first t6 read Torah and come to 

new understandings of its meanings. It's been a ceaseless process. Biblical 

law permits slavery, although it prohibits lifelong indentiture. There is a 

six-year limit. Later, when cities and trade expanded and free labor emerged, 

the sages made it clear that owning slaves was morally unacceptable. The 

Torah was read, correctly, as a protest against all forms of slavery and 

bondage and the spirit of the law waa allowed to cancel a more literal previous 

understanding. 

Slavery ie no longer a live problem, but woman's rights are. Traditional 

Judaism separated men and women in the aynagogue, forbade a woman to appear 

as a witn••• in civil c••• 

of valor look 

of hun■n 
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balcony in an orthodox synagogue represents a Torah understanding regressively 

affected by the harem mentality of the oriental world. There is no rule in 

the Torah that a woman must be treated as an inferior or relegated to house­

wifely roles; indeed, the equality of persons could, by a differently focused 

exegesis, be derived from one element of the creation story: "male and female 

created He them." 

The revelation of the covenant to Moses and its acceptance by Israel 

is the founding and controlling myth, but this myth cannot be taken as a 

factual description of what actually happened. Critical scholarship has 

proven that the Mosaic law is a mosaic and that the Torah is an edited an­

thology of various Israelite traditions; but this is not to say that the 

Torah was a priest's fabrication foisted on an uneducated and rude mass or 

idle faction. Not at all. The Torah is a distillation of a religiously 

talented people's religious awareness; Sinai is an insightful myth. Myth, 

need I remind you, does not mean fancy or fiction but a sacred story; a vision 

oF the world as it really is, life as it really should be led, and the future 

as it really will be. A myth may not be literally true, yet far truer than 

the presentation of a series of facts. 

Didn't the rabbis recognize those changes for what they were? 

No. They prererred ta conceive or Jewish history as a continuing un­

folding which increasingly expoaed the Torah's depths but did not alter 

fundamentally its teaching■• The taak o~ each generation is seen as that of 

applying the principle in th■ covenant to whatever new situations 

arose, to spin out• 

based on 

"tl.rn it (the 

Nothing 
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We have ten fingers, so even illiterates can tally such a sum. The sages 

said God decreed the minyan. How so? A Torah text, "how long shall I bear 

this evil congregation," denounces the spies who warned the tribes not to 

attack Canaan. There were ten such spies from which it followed that God 

meant that a congregation should consist of at least ten. 

Hhy weren't women counted? 

There were no Mata Haris among the agents. 

Such commentary allowed you to find what you need and 'knew' to be 

Torah without any sense that the Torah was being tampered with. If there was 

no available text the letter of the law gave way to its informing spirit. 

The Torah requires that all debts be cancelled on the sabbatical year. This 

rule was an attempt to protect poor farmers who had to borrow each spring for 

seed from falling hopelessly into debt if they suffered several bad harvests. 

Often, such unfortunates had no alternative but to sell themselves or members 

of their family into slavery. As urban society began to emerge and as money 

replaced barter as the basis of trade, this humane rule began to be counter-

productive. As the remission year, the seventh year, approached, interest 

rates began to go sky high and quickly passed the point where farmers could not 

afford to borrow for seed or tradesFolk to buy raw materials. Subterfuge 

became widespread until, in the first century, the rule was gotten around by 

the use of careFully crafted legal devices, written so as to safeguard the 

letter of Torah law while, at the ■me time, permitting debts to run through 

the year of release. We••• ■uch ■ change aa a natl.rel element in a develop­

mental procesa, but bec■u or the w■y ~he change was effected by ordained 

teachera, uaing r 111 •"ftUIIS, not seen•• such. 

Plea•• b Haw gen I jaw iF you can't tell me what 

is involvfllf? 

""ti--■mitiam have brought 

--• •• ■laa • community 

-..a •o.c,rov•l, what are the 
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I never know how to answer a question that begins: what does Judaism 

believe about. 

and this is the 

I can answer: this is the way it was in Biblical times 

approach which was taken in rabbinic times, and this is what 

I think. To talk in terms of process, development, growth and the unfolding 

of a religious tradition, the only way I can deal with religious questions 

is to rule out a once and final definition. Institutions which do not change 

petrify and die. Ideas which are not reformulated become irrelevant. 

When Karo prepared his manual the political and cultural circumstances 

of Jewish life were almost everywhere the same, s~ although there were 

saintly folk and crude folk, learned men and illiterates, Jewish life gave 

off an aspect of coherence. No longer. Some Jews live in a Jewish State, 

others in the various communities of the diaspora. For most the reality 

of a culturally uniform and uniformly Jewish environment is no more. We 

live in the culture of public schools and television. Dur minds are more 

often occupied with the social sciences and liberal arts than Torah and 

Talmud, and our understanding of Torah necessarily has been transformed by 

the intellec t ual currents which make our age so new, exciting and confusing. 

Should we be surprised that Rabbi Silver looks at the Torah quite differently 

from Rabbi Karo? 

I am a rabbi. I am committed to the Torah tradition and I believe in 

many of the rabbinic positions about God, practices and values; yet, when 

I read the various manuals which purport to describe Judaism_, I often find 

myself vigorously shaking my head. I would balance some ideas differently 

and there are ideas that I do not accept. Is this heresy? Not at all. I 

am not a maverick. 

the dominant one. 

Rabbinic Judaism is a venerable tradition, but no longer 

When I was ordained I was not required to affirm a par-

ticular catechism nor must I submit my writings to a superior's censorship. 

The promise that I was asked to make on that beastly hot June day was that I 

would confront Torah with love and respect, with the respect of one who was 

at home within its spirit and the love of one who felt close to the whole 

Torah family. 
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In Karo's day writers often used the image of a tree as a model with 

which to describe the organic development of Jewish life. The seedling had 

been planted at Sinai. Over the centuries the trunk had thickened as each 

generation added its understandings of the ba~ic truths, faith in God's 

existence and oneness. Over the years the main branches had lengthened and 

become more solid as commentary added detail to such themes as free will, 

providence and the messianic promise which grow out of God's revelation of 

His nature. Each season the tree leafed and later shed its leaves as com-

munities developed customs peculiar to their circumstances and then, under 

new circumstances, changed or abandoned these. 

The image is an attractive one for those who draw encouragement from 

the idea of eternal verities, through it all the tree retained its original 

shape, but its appropriateness as a description of what actually occurred must 

be questioned. Imagine Moses resurrected among us and on a visit to the most 

traditional synagogue in the area. Ask yourself what his reaction would be 

to what he would see and be told about the religion he had helped to found. 

Synagogues developed a thousand years after Moses' death. The first rabbi 

was ordained more than thirteen hundred years after Moses anointed Aaron as 

High Priest. If I took Mases to tha Ark and opened the scroll which bears his 

name, he could not read it. The Torah script, though antique, uses an alpha­

bet which emerged ■ever-al centU"'iea aF~er his death. It is even doubtful he 

would recognize th• 110roll ince the Ta~ah did not achieve its present form 

until perhaps ■even hundred yllW'a aft.,.. hi ■ death. 

I would replace •h• tr• image with another. I look on the Torah 

tradition a, i"d• aok an ■11 the major religioua traditions,•• a 

mighty riv.-, -~•-~•nlal .. 6uY Th Ml ■i ■■ippi begin■••• small ■tream 

feeding ol•---• •••: .... ~a, lllld w dawn ■■veral thousand miles 

to Exactu■, and in a 

r .. 
t ~--
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which emerge at the Mississippi's source actually reach the Gulf. Some are 

lifted away by evaporation. Farmers draw water for irrigation. Cities draw 

water to support their population. Other waters mix into the stream. The 

rains fall. Tributaries mingle with the original stream. The Mississippi is 

a single river but as it flows it changes its aspect. Sometimes it runs 

calmly for miles. At other times it races through rocky rapids. In Jewish 

life there have been quiet and uneventful centuries and times of dramatic 

change. Much of what existed in Abraham's day is no longer, but the mighty 

stream flows on. I can locate the Mississippi on the map and I can bathe in 

its waters but I cannot deny its changeful nature. The Mississippi flows in 

a single direction, drawn on by the fall of the land and the spin of the earth, 

by God's hand. The Jewish experience flows into history, drawn on by changing 

times, the changing needs of Jewish life and God's creative purpose. The 

present emerges out of the past, but is not identical with it. 

The Torah's symbolic role is to suggest coherence and continuity. The 

Torah's actual text provides the conceptual and calendrical skeleton of Jewish 

life. Specific holidays and the Sabbath are mandated by the Torah, but we 

celebrate differently than the ancient Israelites did and we interpret Torah 

language to other purposes. The past has force, the current flows in one 

direction, but it is the confluence oF currant with our needs and interests 

which determines the shape of Torah in our time. 

Just as the American Con titution is subject to various kinds of inter-

pretations, some atrict, 

by a constitution 1 hi 

of the law r■th 

consiatent. ~ 

God' ■ 

Philo 

th 

ao■• loo■■ ; and many a Supreme Court decision hangs 

th judge opting for his understanding of the spirit 

1 ~t ; 110 Jewish life has been inconsistently 

v react into the Torah incredible descriptions of 

the ■x■ct d■t■ of the final judgment. 

W■ • not the first 

.. canct­

had 
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meaning, but every letter, and even the white space around the letters. 

A contemporary midrash describes Moses' hearing of this sage's fame, 

visiting one of his lectures and being utterly puzzled by interpretations of 

Torah which were completely foreign to him. Many modern interpretations mark 

a radical break with rabbinic understandings which had been supported for 

centuries, but that rabbinic consensus itself included interpretations which 

were quite different from Israelite understandings. The Torah stipulates 

capital punishment for a variety of crimes. Rabbinic law discouraged the 

practice. They did not stop teaching the old law; they simply created due 

process procedures which limited an~one's exposure to the death penalty and 

were so successful in doing so that it came to be said that a rabbinic court 

which carried out a death sentence in a century was a murderous court. 

Witches were not burned despite the Biblical mandate, and the laws against 

idolatry were interpreted so that they did not apply to Christiantiy. 

Why are recent interpretations so different? 

Blame Dr. Einstein. No mindset is adequate if it does not provide for 

the fourth dimension - time, and the time element forces us to question all 

claims to im~utability. As long as Plato and Aristotle were authorities, 

thinkers were confident that such ter~s as justice, freedom and duty were con­

cepts which could be truly and finally defined; consequently, there could be 

formulations which could be applied to all situations. Today dialectical 

thought hes replaced fixed eyatema. The dimension of time, the perspective 

of the observer, mu■t alway■ be considered. We move in a world whose key 

terms are development and dialectical process. When I speak to business folk 

I draw an analogy ta the change from profit and lose budgets which represent 

en arbltr.-y ■tt-p~ to rreeze ■ bu in••••• Financial position at an artificial 

dltlng procech.r•• which deal with c■■h Flow and present 

~he vl bllity or the bu■ine •• 

~1:h ancl 8Cffllething 1 ■ either true for 

Ir Jud■i- lan't true, why bother 



-89-

When a craFtsman throws a pot and then bakes it in a kiln, the pot is 

• transFormed From idea into an object which now exists independently oF the 

artist. Some analogize the Torah to such a pot. They seem to think that 

God dictated the Torah scroll and that it now exists apart From God. That's 

not my understanding. God cannot be separated From His word. Torah is never 

independent oF God but continually emerging and dependent on Him. 

I understand why you are uncomrortable when I suggest that our special 

and mysterious word may not be the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the 

truth. We gamble our lives on a religious vision and want to Feel that it 

is beyond doubt. Anyone who teaches an undergraduate survey course in re-

ligion knows that each year some students go through a crisis oF Faith when 

they learn that modern research takes For granted that the Torah was not 

given in its present Form to Moses or that the Gospel documents were edited 

long aFter the events they purport to describe; in brieF, that the truth is 

not as they had been taught in Sunday School. 

Truth comes from a vocabulary oF Fixed terms which are now denied to 
• 

us. Truth is a judgment on the full accuracy oF a statement and modern 

philosophy suggests that the only truths of whose accuracy we are certain are 

those which apply to systems like mathematics which are our·own creations. 

When we deal with nature and human nature which are God's creations, we can 

describe process, 'how', but cannot explain purpose. Why? I find the Torah 

tradition insightful, ■ugge■tive, wi ■e. It oFFers me important hints about 

the mystery we call reality, but it doe• not reveal to me the whole truth. 

There are thing■ we wlll n ~-- know ■nd in many waya it is all For the better. 

Many a he■d h 

varioua religi 

text, thay 

Mo••• r 

b■c■u•• of the truth claims advanced by 

w ■tarn faith■ hold a book sacred whose 

-v■ •••11y: 'Thi• ia the Torah which 

■rrlrm■ that God sent 

th■ racord and 

atld Paul'• 
I 
I 

1· 
I 
I 
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letters. The Muslim insists that the angel Gabriel brought Mohammed the Book 

of Revelation and that the Koran represents his full copy of God's book in 

God's own language. Those who believe they possess the truth inevitably 

ascribe the indifference oF others to congenital incapacity, invincible ig­

norance of the work of Satan. Truth claims like gold mining claims in the 

Old West can lead to bloodshed. 

To suggest that these scriptures are not literally true is not to argue 

that these claims are false or were deceitfully advanced. In each case ideas 

of transforming power entered a people's consciousness at a particular time 

and affected, and continue to affect, the lives of millions. A generation 

ago the sophisticated dismissed revelation talk as the invention of priests 

or as the delusions of the demented but we have rediscovered the deep well 

of perception and insight which lies behind and beyond reason. We acknowledge 

sources of understanding which are lodged in the left side as well as the 

right side of the brain. 

Process words like perception, insight, heightened consciousness, are 

not so imoerial in their implications and allow me to appreciate the spirit 

and the mind of those who do not fully share my views. I prize my Torah 

experiences and have been ennobled by them, but since I do not claim that 

these exhaust truth, I can see other religions as offering more than a pack 

of lies. 

Moreover, truth is not all it la generally cracked up to be. The Chris­

tian Gospel's promi ■e: "You ■hall know the truth end the truth shell make you 

free" (John B:32) i ■ • h• vy thought but ■ mis~■ken one. I know the medical 

dangers involved in 11mokln; ■nd that I will not Fall off the mountain, but 

knowing doe■ not rr •• or an addiction or• phobia. This is the age of 

Or. Freud• in. 

hat•• can intelligently diecu•• religious 

faith c v■li ■rly ■11 the norm■ o~ critical 

rell;ian ■lane, among 
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• 
human activities, is impervious to the flow of life. Clearly, this is not so 

and, in point of fact, rabbinic Judaism insists that though the revelation is 

full and known, the Torah exists, man's comprehension of revelation is never 

complete. The essential and unceasing Jewish activity is commentary, which 

is no more or less than the exploration of Torah which allows us to glimpse 

the light but not fully possess it. Though Jews study the Torah until the 

messiah comes, we will still not understand it all, and one of the tasks the 

folklore assigns Elijah as that age dawns is what has escaped our ingenuity 

and learning. 

If the Torah isn't truth why not scrap the old text and start fresh? 

Because we would be breaking the tradition and, in fact, starting a new 

religion. 

Gershom Sholem has defined the quintessential Jewish attitude, the way 

in which ~ewing is done, as Talmud Torah, as the process of commentary on the 

original revelation. The Torah contains various kinds of literature, rules, 

commandments, poetry, history, proverbs, many of which are not necessarily 

integrated with all others. One senses a single spirit in the Torah, but the 

text is rich, varied and compelling. God is in the detail as much as in the 

assumed synthesis, and the detail forces us to accept complexity end apparent 

contradictions even as we arch For clear guidance. 

After my first critical co...r ■e in the Bible, I was ready to dismiss 

Scripture as an antiquated oollection of myths and legends. Martin Buber 

taught me to see Torah• th• record of• eerie■ of meetings between Israel 

and God during which our ,.,.h.,_ opened them elve• fully to the mystery of the 

divine end something of 'Ch My try w■ apprehended which wa■ ■et down with 

words but we -~g • 1_.. :111• • ·••• word maYld expr•••• We might call Torah 

God's living., • ., •••dllatla.. ■Ing ■live ■nd capable of 

refract! ou- thought 

not 
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the Tor a h reduces itself to such general terms, it is more than s omewhat 

v ag ue, Are you saying that the Torah is not true but that its informing 

spirit is true? 

I believe there is an informing spirit in the Torah but I'm speaking of 

a far more sophisticated process that the abstraction of a few high-sounding 

t erms and declaring them to be the whole of God's word. The process of Torah 

commentary requires a respect for the text itself and careful examination of 

all its implications. Traditionally, this approach was called midrash. 

Midrash accepts Torah as the living word of God. If the rules about burning 

witches and loving one's neighbor seem to represent opposing standards of 

moral sensitivity, it may be that we have not yet related them appropriately 

or fathomed the full implications of statements which must in some way be 

related. 

Midrash testifies to the encompassing quality of the Torah tradition 

since, by its very being, it testifies to the mysterious vitality of the text. 

I f the Torah is God's word, every word and thought must be spiritually sig-

nificant, and since each age accentuated different meanings and · virtues the 

search, the process of midrash, is ceaseless, active as long as there are 

believers. 

What about conflicting interpretations? 

The Torah tradition has no problem with interpretive inconsistency. The 

variety of interpretation reinforced the idea that the Torah was infinitely 

suggestive, in that sense special, mysterious, divine. The inconsistencies 

simply meant that each of us looks on tha~Torah with his own eyes and mind; 
I 

we are inconsistent, not God, No one had to agree with our interpretation. 

Midrash was published by a process of accumulation and little attempt was 

made at systematic editing. Moreover, what is the virtue of consistency? 

The rabbis anticipated Emerson's ''A Foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of 

little minds" when they wrote, 'both this statement and another of different 

import could be seen as the words of the living God.' Life is full of contra-

dictions, consequently the consistency of a philosophic system does not prove 



• 
its truth. 

The question is not is the Bible true, but in what sense is it true. 

There was no six-day Creation. Noah 's ark d1.0 d t 1 d u A no an on ,y1ount rarat. The 

Torah's description of the architecture of the Tent of Meeting does not dis-

close cosmic secrets. No Torah text contains in secret code the date when 

the messiah will arrive. The Torah is not an all-inclusive encyclopedia. 

You will not find E = MC 2 anywhere in its texts. What you will find is wis-

dom, hope and the power to stimulate unceasing religious creativity. 

Revelation is not an invention of crafty priests but a word which 

describes a people's surprise at some unexpected insight into the human con-

dition. The investigation of Freud, Jung, Eliade and a host of others have 

helped us see that our fathers were wrestling with the limitations of language 

when they said unself-consciously: "Thus says God." How else express their 

certainty that they had seen what they had not known before? How else express 

the rush of certainty which cleared up confusion? How often have you worried 

over a decision and thought you had put it out of your mind only to find that 

the pieces came together when your conscious mind was busy with other problems? 

The prophets were not babblers who, uneer drugs, said anything which came into 

their minds, but sober and responsible citizens who puzzled long and hard 

over the conditions oF their lives and who Found that the pieces came together 

in an unexpected vision. 

Beck to square one. If Torah always is in the process oF becoming how 

can we deFine it■ teaching? 

If by derinition we mean presenting an unchanging likeness, can't we? 

When the Torah it■ ror it■ portrait each artist paints a diFFerent picture. 

A littl ov year• ■go Sam on Raphael Hirsch, Zacharias 

Frankel and S 

each a ••••na• of' Jud■iam. Sam■on Raphael Hirsch was 

lldlc 1 E oh ••id ■om• intare■ting 
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• 
things about the nature of the Torah tradition, but an outsider reading these 

three books would have wondered if they were describing the same religion. 

It was like the Englishman, Frenchman and German describing an elephant; each 

saw what he was prepared to see, and none succeeded in defining any objective 

criteria which would enable another researcher to arrive at his conclusions. 

Their countryman, Heinrich Graetz, the most famous historian of the 
/'I'( A ~ /VJ ~ -r , c. '"l • 

Jewish people of the day, reviewed these works in a programmatic essay, "An 

Introduction to History" (1846), and in which he made it clear that each had 

read into the Torah tradition exactly what he was prepared to find there. 

Samuel Hirsch, the great liberal, described Judaism as open-minded, non-

dogmatic, this-worldly and committed to civic reform. Samson Raphael Hirsch, 

whose major accomplishment was the creation of a modern orthodoxy, described 

Judaism as an all-embracing and ennobling rule which delineated God's will 

and so allowed man to get beyond the confusions of this life and lead a 

meaningful life. Frankel tried to balance these views by suggesting the role 

oF the community in establishing norms. Graetz described these works as im­

oressionistic studies, essentially the work of connoiseurs who possess a good 

eye but. whose conclusions remain subjective, an art form. Their descriptions 

were insightful, contradictory, and personal. It could not be otherwise. 

When you swim in dlhe river you see only your stretch of water and the near 

bank. 

I often hear people say that Judaism is this-worldly in its orientation. 

Only one Biblical text speaks of resLrrection - a late verse in Daniel. Many 

Jews ere oF the impression that Christianity is concerned with Heaven and such 

things and Judaism ia not. The traditional liturgy blesses God as "reviver 

of the dead", and rabbinic liter■t\r■ routinely describes this world as'• 

corridor into th■ World to Com■'• Medieval ■ermon■ breathed a good bit oF 

hell-Fire-and d1111u,etion. Th• mod n yn ogue h•• left Dant■ bahind, but 

that' ■ ■noth --~~ar ... 1vno y ta •• 1:hi■ 1 ■ Jud■i-, thi■ i ■ 

Torah-tr Jud■i- er■ you talking 

■bout? Juda! ■- of the 
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Baal Shem Tov? The Judaism of Daniel Silver? I~ is precisely the develop­

mental aspect of the tradition, incidentally, anything alive is constantly 

and necessarily in flux, which makes any manual false to the range, depth 

and sensitivity of the Torah experience. I love the Biblical phrase, "a 

Fountain of living waters." It suggests the infinite depths, the ever present 

but changing present, and the enlivening aspect of Torah to those who will 

pause to look and drink. 

Another related example. Many like to think of the Torah tradition as 

appreciative of the physical and as accepting of love and sex as natural. The 

Torah, it is claimed, does not mandate celibacy or regimens of denial or 

monasticism, and this position is contrasted favorably with religions which 

encourage ascetic devotions. What shall we do then with the Nazerites and 

the Rechabites of the Israelite period, itinerant holy men who did not cut 

their hair, drink wine, live in cities or wear ordinary clothes? During 

Greco-Roman times the Essenes and the Dead Sea peoples of Qumran built 

wilderness monasteries where they practiced various austerities. Hasidim of 

the eleventh and twelfth century bathed in cold rivers and endured long 

vigils. The Kabbalists encouraged fasting and mystical exercises of many 

kinds. In recent times many of the Hasidic rebbes and Muser leaders of Eastern 

Europe followed a regimen of denial. Within the Jewish continuum there has 

been a tendency to look on the flesh as evil, or if not evil at least as that 

which beguiles and trips us up; asceticism was not the major theme but, 

clearly, it was not an inconsequential one. 

If Judaism were a fixed doctrine, it is doubtful that Jews would have 

insisted that religious leadership requires learning. Doctrinal traditions 

can be memorized and, because a rote tradition can be deadly, tend to find 

their leaders among charismatics as well as scholars. In such cultures it is 

not unusual for the barely literate to be seized by the Holy Spirit and to be 

accorded preaching authority. Some Talmudic rabbis and the Hasidic rebbes 

were Faith healer• and amulet makers; but, among Jews, charisma without learning 

waa auapect. Oriental Jewa call their leader Hacham, wise one. Eu-opean Jews 
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called their leader, rav. Aabbi means teacher. Some rabbis were mystics 

who had experienced a transforming spiritual experience, but without learning 

the claim to be possessed of the Holy Spirit did not assure anyone of authority. 

A complaint: You speak as if change inevitably meant progress, you 

mentioned that the Torah condemned magical practice; why did you not add that 

the rabbis of the Middle Ages not only tolerated but promoted charms and 

amulets. 
• 

Accepted. Progress is a hope not a reality. How many of us would 

claim that our sensual and materialist generation brings more ethical sensi­

tivity or basic empathy to the concerns of society than some earlier commu­

nities? The rabbinic treatment of woman is less liberated than the Bible's. 

One of the values of Torah is that it remains what it is, an unchanging Word, 

even when our use of it is fumbling and uninspired. 

Accepting your river analogy, what is a Jewish value: The Bible says 

you may stone an adulterer and burn a witch. The Talmud says women cannot be 

trusted as witnesses and that a woman remains married unless a witness reports 

he actually saw her husband's body. Rabbinic authoriti~s refuse most requests 

for autopsies and the orthodox in Israel have made their adamancy a political 

issue. I know the Bible, the Talmud, and the rabbis say many other things: 

"Love your neighbor as yourself", "Seek peace and pursue it", "Be of the 

disciples of Aaron, loving peace and pursuing it, loving all fellow creatures", 

"The world is founded upon three things: upon truth, justice and respect'.'. I 

can't pull these two attitudes together. Which are the real Jewish values? 

Jewish values are the values of the existing Jewish community and they 

are never more than an approximation of Torah values. Jewish values is a term 

which should be used with great care for it is no more or less than what Jews 

of a generation sense to be right and good when they seriously confront Torah 

and their present. 

You seem to be aaying that there can be more than one Jewish approach. 

There can be. There have been. 
Religion cannot be ■epar■ted from the procesaea which affect everyone. 
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~- The river, Jewish life, flows on; one river, yet ever changing. There 

are those who float with the current, preserving the past, letting it flow 

through them and those who seek to dam and control the flow of the river as 

it flows by, to so take and use its waters in ways that modern science only 

now allows. The Torah is out there and in us. 

, 




