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Introduction 

'lOtlARIE A PHII!SOPHY OF JEWISH SUR\7IVAL 

Self-awareness is a mixed blessing. 'nle child is cx:mfortable as he is; the adult 

talks nervously of a need to fim himself. When the world was yo.IDJer and the pace 

of change was sedate, piilosofhers taught that mthing DeN appears urrler the sun; and 

nest folk agreed. People of all ages knSN who they were, where they fitted into their 

a:mrunity, and what was good for their children. Classic literature is written in the 

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

fonner times ~ple did mt question the fitness of inherited ties of family or the 

familiar ways of their camnmity. 'lbday they do . . Ties that once bourrl tight have becxme 

problanatic. We are keenly aware of our iooividual.ity, less likely to be subservient 

tD authority, and quite likely to be anxious about ourselves. lvbdern literature tends 

tD be an autobiografhic exploration of private feelings and a display for the writer's 

self. 

OUr fathers were Jews and that was the whole of it·. 'llle outside worl~ knew them 

tD be J~; arrl their dcm:stic world provided a rich web of custan and cxmnaooments 

\-iuch shaped their routines, gave a particular oolor tb their personalities, and pro

vided the basis for a close-knit a::mnunal life. 'nleir education, \\hidl was parochial; 

and their evecyday lives, whim were regulated by the religious tradition, eooouraged 

them to feel that belongin.;J to the Jewish peq,le was mt only a fact of life but the 

roost inportant fact of their lives; mt only inevitable but a blessing. 'llleir lives 

revolved arourxi the nwth that ·Gcxl had declared Israel an anrsegulah, a ~ple especially 

beloved to Him; and placed them at the center of· Hi~ plans for the world. '!heir oovenant 

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

to the ~ah~, set an exanple for the world. 'lhe messiah would be·one of theirs, a 
. 

descendant of the house · of Dlvid. . • • .. 
• • . ' 

Incident.ally, I use throughout the term nwth to describe a "true" stozy \fflich 

mfl.ects a society's nest sacred umerstandings of the world's secrets, a stozy that 

is a nost precious possession because it is sacred aoo, ultimately, significant (~ 
. . 

oea Eliade). A nrfth is true because it is believed. It is significant because nr,thic 

• 
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language offers a uniquely appropriate way ·to express dynamic truths. Philosophy's 

truths are the truths of analysis aoo science. Philosophy dissects truth. Myth 

animates truth. 'lhe stocy retains a sense of vitality, things happen, it is alive, am 

so an appropriate vehicle for the truths of religion arx1 feelinJ. 

Next to the fear of loneliness perhaps our deepest fear is that we nay be ex

~D1 our energies aoo days in misguided pursuits. 'llie Je,, knew what was right. God 

had given the Word. 'lhe J&1' s life was graced JX>t only by the peace of min:l which re

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

rones £ran be.inJ sure that Gcx1 is in control and that all will turn out right in the 

Sld.· If our fathers did IX>t krxJw exactly hCM their-example would lead others to the 

faith or to the milleniun, they knew it would; and, ·aayyenu, tl'lqt W&S ~gh for then. 

OUr fathers were Je'18. Since they led the life God had ordered, they were spiri

tually canfortable and rarely worxiered whether to remain part of the CX'lllJllIUty of Is

r ael. . 'Iheir Scripture affirmed the CC1l11on origins of all peoples atxl Isr&el' s chosen

ress. 'lheir liturgy bespoke their special pride "that Goel has IX>t Imde us like the ~

tions of the world ... that He has IX>t set our destiny like theirs," Isrqel was set 

a side anoB3 the natiom for a special role whim iJ:tpOSed special ~d dEm:Ulding ci:>li

gations, but these were gladly accepted £ar they· were seen as redetptive. When JSilS 

left the fold it was because o:f political, ecxn:rni.c or social ooercion. 

'lbday that sense of distinction has be<Dce sanewhat blurred·. We tend to think 

of other religions as cnrplslen~ ways to . spiri maJ .- gro,rt.h. Sate recent prayer books 

have eliminated those distancing pirases which ~ of a chosm peop1e. In the West, 

at least, there is a social mn:i.ty which the medieval JfM did oot ·enjoy. He knew 
; 

Christ with a elm. He had felt the sward of Islam. Olristianity 2'rd Islam were the 

SlEllfi• ~ gospel of .loye JJlight be·taught ·in the churdles, but the JfM knew a crusader's . . 
churdi whose pastors often exhorted thei.r flock ~gainst ·· tfle Christ ·ki]Jers and led then 

. . 

into the •treet to bl ~ a fa, deiciclical he • In those years to oonvert was to 

mmuit 11D 2'01: o.f treachery. 



iii 

In those hard tines, when apartheid was the rule, sate oonverted under threat and 

a fe,, could mt resist the ·ecornm.c am social opfX)rblnities which were reserved to 

the religious majority; but if CX>nversion took place its basis was likely to be prac

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

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

g rowrls, the identity question: 'why be a Je,,'. 'lhe self-oonfident and self-Vcµ.idating 

assunpti.ons with which ral:binic culture had insulated the Je,, am which Christian cul.

bl.re had used to isolate the Christian are oo larger accepted urx:ritically; iIXleed, 

they are m:rlennined by the openness of our social lives as well as by the whole burden 

of nodern thought. We live in an environnent where lifelong affiliation with one's hate-

gram religion is oo longer inevitable or necessarily applauded. Parodtlal schools 

enroll only a small percentage of Anerica's children. Children of all faiths mix am 
. . 

minJle in sclxx>l, sp:>rts and society. 'lhe enviroment advertises the value of making 

q> our mind. Alnost every young Je,, and every YOl.UXJ Christian asks at sate. p:,int in 

his ginring up, 'why be a ... '. • Many out there oo larger care what we are so, para

d:oci.cally, we have to care. 

'llle open society is nore or less the oonn in the United States, canada and 

West:eJ:n Europe. It is mt the IXlDll in the Islamic \«lrld where oomitions remain as 
' 

' . 

parochial as they were in the West when medi eva1 Europe was Christerxbn; oor would 

openness and social aooeptaooe be words I would choose to d~cribe an ideological so

ciety like that of the SOViet Union where 'Je,,' is passport designatiqn, atheism a 

ooytna of the Party, and Zionism a crune. For oth~ reasons the identity. tensions faced 

~ youth in Israel are quite differeDt £ran those we faoe in the United States. A 

~ Israeli speaks Bebrai, learns Jewish histm:y in sdlool, never has to worry that 

1he Hemaf university will oold Fall ~istratian an Yan Kiwur am lives mner po-. . 
. . .. . 

litical tenaicma midi enforce a ~ bit of · social distance between him and his oon-

Jad.ah nei~. our thlughts an the quaation, 'why be a Ja,', will be arpxqriate 

cnly to our place~ 

• 
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r-t:>dernity can be defined as the energence of options. Until recently it was 

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

sinply disappear into the cxmmmity of the religiously unaffiliated or hitch one's des

tiny to a nurcber of vaguely Olristian or rxm-Olristian faiths like Ethical CUlture or 

Utltarianism or to oorr-theistic utopian g:,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 organizin3 I1!f t:h)ughts for this essay I cx:mpared two text books on Judaism. 

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

'lhe older manual cxrcpared J1idaism am Olristianity. 'lhe oontarp:>rary \tJOrk carpared Ju-

d aism with Olristianity, Zen Boodhism, sane IIXlian cults and the 'human potential' nove

m ent. In the 1920's the clx:>ice was be~. 'Ibday the choice is anong. Again, the 

mtltiplication of options. 

'lhere are options but mne is oost-free or guaranteed. OUr society is mt so 

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

gle of political or social oonsiderations. A mn-c:t>servant Je,, or a Jf!M who practices 

T.M. or even a Christian oonvert remains in many eyes a JEM, subject to erratic bad-

110Uthing, certain social am advancatent restrictions and affillnatlve action 1~. 

After the seoom World War in the West there was a perceptible lCMerin3 of eooronic 

am social restrictions. 'lhe Holocaust smcked many woo heretofore had practiced gen

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

groups to feel that they did mt have to defend their tllrf as · assidlx>us~y as before 

s inoe there was _emugh to go aroutn; but even so, being Je,,ish was/is rarely pirely 

a matter of private conscience. Our decisi..oos affect our family relationships, social 

ties, cld> menbershipa, even the neighborlloods where we choose to live. I have yet 

to meet a college aanissirm officier ~ ml1d ·mt tell ne how many J&IS there were in 
• • . . ' 

an entering case. Politics ·in America ·in::J:'easinJly involves a ba1anciDJ of the in-

terests of ethnic, rac:fal am religi.ous groups. Israel was a "Jewish" political issue 

ml politicians a;i:snl dimctly to the Jad.sh vote. 

f 
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• • • 'lhere has always 'been novete1t in am out of Jewish identity; arx1 perhaps the 

nest surprisin:J fact about this plerxmarx:>n is that those wlx> -nove rarely do so because 

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

tential decisions which grow out of private needs, mt theoretical decisions which_. grow 

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

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

gational camp arrl I was turned on." "I organized a niarch on a local nuclear pcMer 

plant arrl It¥ rabbi refused to go along." 'lhe question, · 'wlw be a Jew', is treated 

with theoretical detadment ooly by those to wlon the question is rot an imnediate one. 

Jewish identity assunes the existence of a Jewish cx:mmmity arxl so any dis

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

of the Je.\fish camunity. We face two questions: aces· the world-wide camunity of Jews ,_ ) 

play a central and consequential :role in God '-s plans • and that process we call civili

mtion, and is it an enoobling and healing experience to be am becx:ma a Jew? 

During the nineteenth century sace Western Je,,s dre.\f on older theol~ical cxm

cepts about election arxi oovenant, put these into an activist ex>ntext, and developed a 

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

of ideas, which textbooks label the ooctrine of the. mission of Israel, said in effect: 

that the genius of the Jewish people was the first to sense ·the ~cy of ~anisn 

and polytheism am to transfonn shrine religion into ·.ethical llDtDtheism, . ~ perception 

of the oneness of Gcxl and the ooncept of religion as what-yai cb aitside the sanctuary, 

idecJs Jews were the first to procl.a:im, represent truths whim; unfortunately, the world 

has oot yet fully accepted am made 'its own, so Jars ex>nt:i.nue ·to have the abJ _igation 
. . . 

· , to tead1 these elaoental truths ~ reason, exanple am ·action: "You are My witnesses, 

s ays the lard. " . 
• • 

~ nineteenth. centmy _was an aget:of tecilmlogical progress, sweep~ social 

dlange, increasing proaperity ard naive confidence in man's ability to transfann lnnan • 

mc;jety for the better. Maclieval man had bem cxmaitiaal to IIOOEl>t. aere:aec1 ramas, 

the bleaaingll of 1brl4 to COia. Rx1atn man 11111.iatad en the DWianic poas:lbil:fties 
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of the here and ro,,, am the mission of Israel oonoept was made to fit in nicely with 

this new set of human expectations. 'nle J8il of Frankfort or IDndon lived his religion 

as he worked to reshape his cnmunity's political am eooron:i.c stnlctures acoording to 

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

favorites at the time, the Jew was to be the leaven in the oough, the enzyne in the or-

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

in the cause of social justice. 

'lhe mission there exhudes a certain ,oobility, the call to social justice is a rom

p elling one, and was quite popular; but for all its popularity, it raised as many ques

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

EDusness? 'lhese are glorious words, but justice meant one tlling to the self-satisfied 

Gennanish burgher am quite aoother cluster of policies to his university educated, 

politically radical son. TeDl6 require oontext. Values have to be tied to life. I have 

heard Hitler, Chanberlain am Richard Nixon praise peace. 'lhoodore Herzl.reoognized 

eighty years ago that in certain oontexts the nobles~ words can b~ little nore than ex>n

v entional ca1uo1lplaces. ''We must mt oonfuse this application of the word (mission) 

with that given to it in speakinJ of th:>se poor nDnks who set forth for the wild 

places of the world to carry the Olristian 9'.)Spel to cannabilistic tribes. 'lhe Je11-

ish "mission" is sanething sated, canfortable and well-to-do. . . 'lhe missionaries 

are excellently situated." 

AIX>ther failing of the ·mission thene was that it was ovenfflelm:iDJly outer-dir-

e cted. Maey beam it BBB to the· JEMB: you serve Q>d significantly all.y as you work to 
. . 

e radicate racism or to elJminate poverty. 'lhe aistans am the tradi. tions of the re-

ligious life, all that gives beauty and wamrt:h to Jewish life, bane ci>servaooe, syna-

g ogue worship am traditional learning, cane to be seen as -t1aJ, if rot as . . . . 
~ 

dist.ractia1s. Piety was mt pccm-pcched. In aa,e cases the nDre the Je,, espoused the 

mf•-1.rm themas the le■a he involved hillBel.f with Jad.ah life, the Jed.sh tradition am 
the Jad.ah pec,pl.e. 11511' a Jed.ah activist att;p)J:t.ecl evmy outcast mimrity _ save his 

CND. 
f 
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'Ihe mission theme was silenced by the desparate thirst of the nodern Jet1 to be 

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

\tBS finally allcMed in, he wanted m part of any program of Je..rish identity which kept 

him socially or politically apart. such folk were detennined to put behim tlen any 

attitude which suggested that they were ~t whole-hearted, hurx:Ired am one PeJ:'cent 

Frenclmen or GeDnans or cosrcoJ;X>litans, am they were rot beyorrl using~ roncept of 

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

lard and swanp; of Palestine in preparation far the re-establishrcent of a Jewish national 

laie. 'lhe argunent went this way: if Jews were to be a leaven in the dough, t:lE cata

lyst for world-wide social charge, obviO\Ely, they had to be out in the world. '1he 

world=wide scattering of Jewish settlements was mt galut, exile, the teJJD the rabbinic 

tradition had used to describe Jewish life since the loss of a national hate; but a 

diaspora, a positive romition. Only by being scattered ooul.d JE?NS be cx:msequential to 

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

pn:-poses. Sate forty years ago a rabbi of Terple EmanlrEl in New York City put this 

argunent this way: "n:> mt ask I1!f people to becx:me Zionists and 'F arxi ronfine their 

best energies within that little beloved lam beyond the l-Bli.ter.ranean blues. Qxi 

bless Zion - Israel's cradle and the prophets ' hate am. the patriardls' great t.cmls. 

Cbd bless tmse that seek the peace of Jerusalem and even txxlay would enhance its glor

ious beauty. Nlo will oot rejoice to send loving gifts and omanents to the silver

haired not.her of ours - the DD~er of religion am- divine progress? But will -ye say 

that Jl'fi people has toiled am loved these nany :years, 'ijlat ·it has s~gled its way 

through the world, that it had lived the strenlX)lJS heroic life, that it has taken 

part in the trade, the arts, the letters, the science, the politics of all nations, 

that it has gone t:h1:oogh all fl.a& ~ passed tlu:o~h all waters and bled an all bat-
• • . ' 

tlefields, in order IDf to go badt to Palestine am follD a secl1ded spiritnaJ sect, 

or a t.an~rata pol :I ti a,J state? Ah, no1 • (Hyman Enel.cw) • 

time hu mt bean ~;Ind to the m:lss:i.al thaae. ~ glariol• world envisaged by 
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nineteenth century utopiam;, was exp:,sed as a mirage by the mi.rrll.ess tragedy of the 

first World War. 'Ihe brave new world was still the sane old jungle except that nen ro,, 
. 

liel.ded weai;x:>ns far nore dangerous than darts and spears. '1he generation that believed 

in universal values, inevitable progress and the brotheroood of nen of good will had 

to aani.t that its hopes were revealed as haive by the battle of the Manie. Dachau am 

Hiroshima drove the final nails into the coffin of these romantic visions. we no loIXJer 

believe that there is a fellGrahip of good will out there or that man can be trusted 

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

little red box and all tl'X>se Dr. Strangeloves. OUrs is a cold world, and thou:jl we 

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

the rooks and reoovered their full nessage. 'lhe mission folk had amitrarily cut Juda

ism in half. OUr fathers had IDt tau:jlt that religion was what happened outside the 
, 

sarx:tuary, but that shrine religion was only part of the story. '!he 'lbrah contains 

"love your neighlx>r as yourself" arrl "rarerber the Sabbath Day." It was mt a case 

of either righteousness or ritual, but of spiritual encouragetent and social concern. 

In the nineteenth century i;x:>litical liberals were fom of qooting Anos, am a 

dispro!X)rtionate nunber of Jews were to be fourxi anDIXJ the groups seeking to refonn the 

old order. But when the west began to recognize that civilization was mt limited to 

Europe, an umerstaooirg which cane quite late, we had to cxmsider that there were 

many parts of the ~ld where Judaism had ro starxli.n:J and where Jews played oo signi

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

ltDrld. It is quite another thing to claim that Jews and Judaism scmahow are irdispen

sible, that without us civilization would discq:.pear, and social prgress would be im

p ossible. Fmn Mahatma G'landi to Martin Luther Kir¥J many of the txMering leaders of 

. 
social progress in our century have been men who were murished by other religious 

.. . ' 

traditions. It is hard to see Jews as the enzyme for c:haBJe in India or China. 

we have given Europe its Bible am its vision of sociaJ justice. we have given 
• 

Islam its unitarian theology and worship patterns. In the 'bJelfth oentm:y we h~ped 
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transfer the i;nilosoptlc deposit.of Greece to Europe. In the fifteenth am sixteenth 

centuries we taught Europeans to read the Bible in the original and to value the stu1y 

of Scripture, imividual conscience, in a way which the nedieval church had neglected. 

In the nineteenth centw:y the O'lristian 'WOrld developed its social gospel on tre basis 

of Anos and Isaiah. 'l\1rn on the radio an;y sumay norning to an hour of Biblical prqilecy 

arrl you will realize hCM inportant Judaism is to the nessianic constructs of fundanental 

Cllristianity. But it is one tlring to insist that J£MS am Jlvlai sm have been am are 

of sate real significance, and quite aoother to claim that we are im.ispensible to 

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

though·. historically interestinJ are mt personally oonpelling. 

Actually, there is unassailable rationale of Jewish survival and m totally oon

vi.ncing argurcent as to why a Jew ought to remain a Jew; or, for that matter, a Cllristian 

a Christian or a Muslim a Muslim. SUrvival is a given, rot a deoonstrable argment. 

Life establishes its CMn right to be. Sane of us are det:eDn.ined to be Jews to spite 

those who were/are det:eDn.ined to destroy the Jews. .Emil Fackenhebn insists that since 

World War II a reti1 cxmmardnent exists: you shall mt give to Hitler a posthunous vic

toxy. Others are IIDV8d to be active Jewishly because of our at0tional response to 

the atergence of the State of Israel, mt sinply because it is there or because it 

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

brut.alized, y-et, sanething in the hunan spirit is irdJm:itable. nit of the lt:>locaust 

\e built a State. Civilization can rise fran the ashes. Sane sinply love am respect 

their parents. 

I am QOJJVinced that it is best to becjin a discussion of 'why be a Je,,' oo a 

i:e,rsonal level. l'llat can/ck>es beiD:J Jewish nean to me? I am because I am. I have an 

inalienable right tD be what I am m:· wish to be. ~e Jewish people is because we are. 
. ' . 

~teooe cannot be denied to us. We are. Q1r primuy question ~ mt to the cxmseguerx:E! 

af the smvival of Judaism far the "10rld, t:lxuJh we 111JBt at least cxmsider the gues-

the ~BB far us of part :lcipltian in Jad.sh life. Mhat CD 
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I/can I find in Judaism which allCMS ne to g:rrM, to becare, to transcend my limitations? 

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

and force of will are llllX)rtant, 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 home 

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 a.rd to the . records of various encounters between 

Jews and God. As I took these experiences into myself and tried to urrlerstand 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 seans to me that the value of Judaism for the individual and the 

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

within a grand, rich and insightful religious civilization. How do I know? I lmow. I 

have felt the change. 

I believe in the far reystery. I believe that there is some ultimate signifi

cance involved in the survival of the Jewish people. I believe that God touched Jewish 

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

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

ravel the reystery. Years of being put off by writers who know God's mind have convinced 

me of the wisdan inpllcit 1n the ccmnent of the rabbi who advised his colleagues: "Seek 

not to explain God's ways to man for these are beyond your urnerstand1ng." 

I do not know how our continuance as Jews affects the world, but I lmow that it 

has ennobled IIBl'\Y am that because of :-11\V ,exposure to this people -- its sacrifices am 
its heroism - because of 11\Y exposure to this traditioo - its wisdan am its humanity -

I have grown and beccne mre semit1ve, ard I C8m0t but believe that such is God's 
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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 the Jewish people rather 

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

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

of thinking about being Jewish and about becoming 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 Front oF a rustic lodge. Mid-morning. A middle-aged 
,~ abbi in Pendleton shirt and gray Flannel slacks seated on the bench. A 
t,,~ozen or so campers sprawled on the grass. Sunshine. A typical camp 
-/ nsti tute scene. 

A voice From the lawn: It doesn't bother me that I am a Jew and 
t~hat•s what bothers me. I have never Felt en outsider. I don't doubt that 
,~here is anti-semitism, but I have not personally encountered it. In any 
(ase, I want my religion~s decisions to be positive ones. Being Jewish or 
,:eing anything has to make a diFFerence in me, and that is the problem. My 
1;ome is just like the Smith's next door. I went to Sabbath School. John 
#ent to Sunday School, but as Far as I can see the only distinction between 
(Is is that we celebrate holidays 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-
taust 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 
tfoubt the civilizing value oF the Bible or that there have been a dispropor
flonate number oF Jewish Nobel Prize winners, but that's the past or someone 
Jlse•s accomplishment. For me the question is personal and immediate. I 
iµst do not see that being Jewish makes much diFFerence to me. 

The Institute had invited me to lead a discussion on the theme: why 
1e a Jew? I had prepared a two-word response: why not? Everyone must have 
,n identity. We all belong to various communities. The jargon term is 
-~Ference groups. No one is just himselF. I could think oF many labels less 

, oble and oF many less wise and colorFul religious cultures than ours, so 
~y not be a Jew? 

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

to add up ~0 - - · 1ac• in -
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schoolyard baseball For aFter-school 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 environme~t, so why not be a Jew? 

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

the quieter satisfactions 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 ~yself to the role oF a passive adult who values the expression oF 

feelings so highly that he is unwilling to correct errors oF fact or challenge 

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

himself. I am not by temperament a facilitator. I am a rabbi. I have con-

victiona and I am prepared to defend them. I tried as best I could to disabuse 

them oF misinFormation and to Force the group to take a second and third look 

■t the conventional assumptions oF their peers and their everyday environment. 

I am told that I am a good listener, but I have ideas and I wanted the week 

to ■dd up to ■ challenge. We talked. 

Ow- conver-■tlon took pl■c• in ■ particular time, in• particular 
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context, and among a particular group of people. Most were in their late 

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

and the nineteen-seventies. They were sufficiently involved in Jewish liFe 

to risk a week at 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 at 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 whic_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 end 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 him. He 

lives, as an animal lives, largely by doing what comes naturally. Aa we 

mature, as our mind and imagination develops, we begin to make judgments about 

cl.JI""' environment, but the self is never en unconditoned "I". As we grow we 

consciously and unconsciously weave ideas which have come to us from oa..r reading 

the talk and actions of our peer group, television, parents and our own re

flections and experiences into an identity. In religious matters the collective 

religious sp~rit precedes an individual'• Faith. Judaism seem■ natural and 

comfortable to me while Hinduism doe• not. Perh~p• it would be more accurate 

to aay Judaiam i ■ ■ live option ■nd • read.ity to which I must make ■ reaponse 

where Hinduian i ■ only an ■b■traction. Life may take u■ Far From our root~ 

but,•• Or. Freud h■ taught u■, we never ■h■k• our■elv•• completely Free of 

tham. 

No one 1 ■ ••lP-•■de. We become not only wh■t oa.r talent■ ■nd our 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 

ego 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 grow 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 decisions precisely becaus~ we absorb 

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

together a purposeful life. 

OLr Bible faithfully depicts the human condition. After crossing the 

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

They grumble~ against Moses. Maddened by hunger and unable to see beyond 

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

They remained ■n unruly mob until at Sinai they accepted rules and command

ment■• Now there w■■ direction. For . the fir■t time the .Iaraelitea were Free 

to m■ke ■omething or their live■• Som■ oF the mo■t independent rolk I know 

were rai ■ed in tightly-organized home■ which m■int■in■d d■Pin■d ■tandarda. 

A ■trong ■en■• ar ■■lr art■n develop■ b■■t where there are con■i ■tent 

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: I 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 hypocrites. 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 o~ ag-r-ee with. 

Let me give you an example oF what I mean. In April oF 1979, 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 at 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 Houa for 

the formal signing of the accords. On that occasion each of the heads of 

state made an appropriate speech. I remember being struck that each man, · 

d1.ring the cot..rse of his remarks, quoted the same line From the prophet Isaiah: 

"They ■hell beet their aworda into plough share■ and their spears into pruning 

hooke. Nation ahall not lift up ■word against nation. Neither shall they 

learn war any more." The next day both Sadat and Begin put the peace conference 

behind and went up to the ltttl.11 to petition Congress to sell more arms to their 

re pectiv■ milit y, and the American Preaident held a presa conference in 

which h• explained the treaty in the cold term■ or geo-politi~•• 
. 

Paliticlan■ h■ve been known ta quote Scriptt.r■ -ror no better p1.rpose 

than ta g■ln vat■■ but in thl■ c■■• I think ■■ch l■■der ■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 cf 

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

national defense? As traditional believers they look en 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 future. 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 among the religions 

oF mankind to p~oject 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. 

Define religion then. 

"Religion is that cluster of memories and myths, rites and customs, 

,· ideas and institutions, that pulls together the life of a person or group 

into a meaningful whole" (Harvey Cox). 

Life must have coherence and we need to feel that there is more ahead 

than fru■tration, illness and the grave. We fear aimlessness. We need to 

know that we are not running around in circle■• Religions provide certifi

cation and confirmation of• group•• aapirationa and values. -Every society 

h■■, or h•• had,• religiou■ component ror the good reason that no group can 



7 

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 • netecl::=is 

es natural to us AS the need to love. 

l 11 reJ. iglons grew . o~t Rf• ctlhe 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 Land, 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 end 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 say 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 Alps. We watched the sun set across the snow-bound peaks 

and I remember hi ■ . ■ayi·ng: "Thi• is the closest I've come ~o a religious 

experience. I doubt that 110 much beauty could exist by chance." He had 

aen■ed order ■nd one■ you ■en■e order you begin to eenae • guiding hand or 
. 

indwelling ■pirit. Gad i■ not m■d. Th■t ■lmple affirmation i ■ the bedrock 

on which ■11 r■llglan■ ■t■nd. 
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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 ea~ily, 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. Something 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 our lives. 

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

Frees us From the contradictions inherent in our mortality. Once articulated, 

society enshrines these visions in religious structures and creates rituals 

and sacred moments which aFFirm their validity, ~ncourage us to do our duty 

and remind us that we 111re not alone in our hopes. 

The heart of Judaism ia not the philosophic statement, God is one, 

but the religious ■tetement that the God who redeemed our ancestors From 

Egypt and brought them to the Promised Land ia the God who will fulfill His 

covenanted promi ■ • ta give the world pe■ca, Iarael ■ecurity in it• land and 

the individual the po ibility ar • rulrllling lira. Religion■ code much of 

their teaching in ■y■bal■• The he■rt ar Judi■- 1■ the prami■e th■t we need 



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 l a ughter ran through the group. 

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

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

you do not feel close to what happens in your synagogue. What I am saying .is 

that Judaism, Christianity, Islamism, Hinduism are classic religions, but 

not the only ones and that, in fact, everyone has religious beliefs. You 

believe in yourself. You believe in democracy and _justice. You believe 

that you can b~ happy and 01.r world a better place. You think you can shape 

. your life. On what baai• do you hold these convictions? 

They're _right. 

How do you know? 

Everyone believe• in them. 

Not a. In Chin■ the individual i ■ taught to ■ubordinate hi• ego to 

the collective. H.-many, not initiative, i ■ th■ ■t■ndard; and ju■tice i• not 

defined•• rr■ do• ta go yo1.r own w■y but•• th■ duty or the ■t■te to organize 

llf• equitably. Th■• 11Unption■ _ar M■a' ■ Llttl■ ft■d Boak ar-■ no mor■ ■clen-
•lone though bath you • 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 conrirms 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 lire, one must 

learn to be discriminating in matters religious. Each religion consecrates 

a particular set or actions as necessary to the unrolding or the promise 

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

can be benericent and malevolent understandings or the teachings and rituals. 

Christianity has had its recluses and its social gospel. 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 speciric. 

"You shall no1murder-, steal, commit ad.Jlter-y, bear- False w_itness, covet." 

Aren't ethics and religion synonymous terms? You seem to suggest that 

religion deals in dreams rather than in duties. 

Religion includes but transcends ethics. The ethical goal is good

ness. The religious goal ia holiness. Some have described holiness as the 

high we get when oLr doubts are resolved and everything Falls into place. 

That's too pedestrian• definition. Thing■ Fall into place when we Feel 

that we have eanaed the mystery too deep for words, what liFe is all about. 

In Judaism holine■■ i■ the ■pecial attribute of Gad, of the hidden reality, 

which i ■ all w■ will ■v■r know or the my■t■ry; and every aspect of Judaism, 

th■ 11■-orie■ ■nc:1 the ■yth■, th■ hope■ ■nd th■ i11■g ■■, the rite■ ■nd th■ 

cu■ta111■, r■f'raat the f'■lth that within th• My■t.-y th■r• 1 ■ • God who■• 

I 
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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 or Judaism underscores this point. 

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

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

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

to turn to the rock while God "makes all His goodness pass nearby". This 

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 or a consecrated liFe. Ethics are the norms by 

which we manage 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 or right and wrong in terms oF the redemptive dimensions oF lire, 

as Divine commands, and thus provides a gro~nd 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 than the rich complex oF redemptive themes and ceremonies that 

it is. A religion's deFinitions oF holiness will determine what it declares 

to be right and what it considers as wrong. In Judaism suicide is wrong. 

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

is considered a virtue since honor is the necessary condition oF liFe. Our 

vision or the holy Forces ua to commit ot.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 things, a metaphor oF this idea. 

When we try to decide what ia right we recognize that our judgments 
I 

reFlect a particular cultural context; and perhaps a good bit oF selF-serving 
• 

, rationalization. When God ■peak■ we Feel that His commandments define right 

and wrong and ar■ b■yand que■tion, unconditional: "It haa been told you, O 

man, what i ■ goad ■nd wh■t the Lord r■quire■ of you." Religion puts iron in 

cl.I"' mar■l judgment■ precl ■ly bec■u■e al.I"' action■ now conrarm ta ■ viaion oF 

permanence ■nd ultimate m■■ning, God. 
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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 thought. Jews do. For us holiness and honorable behavior ere 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 yourself whether all religions en

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

love, honesty, family and 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 end peace-loving? Hitler disparaged the Bible as a blue

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

state, absolute obedience from the blond-haired, blue-eyed scions of the 

master race. He taught the right of might. Sympathy was a weakness. 

Naziiam 1• not• religion. It•••• political philosophy, perhaps a 

madness, but not• religion. 

Why not? 

It 1 ■ evil. 

Mu■t religion• be goad? 

Y■■• 

Why? 

A ■in ■ln, I Pilled the vold. I M.IJHl•■t■d th■t N■z11am 
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included all the features of a religion: strong faith in a 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 seriously and who lives by his Faith. 
Wouldn·~t that include the Nazis? 

Someone who is affiliated with a congregation. 

Couldn't you call the Nazi rarty 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 are, therefore, non-religious? 

First off, not all religions require membership. · In India and China 
people come at will to the local Hindu, Buddhist or Taoist shrine. There are 
no shrine membership■ or dues. You toaa • coin into a box when you ■re there. 
In the Orient religious life tends to be inclusive rather than excluaive. You 
need not choose between relig~ona. You can make.up your own mixtU""e or what 
is available. Many Feel that religious bonds are panoply and not at all pious. 

In cultu--e where religion and the d■ily _ routinea are ■till intimately . . 
connected, ■11 dagr■■■ or piety ar■ ta be found, including, ·certainly, aome 
who••• only the ■11 too hun■n ■id■■ of th■ religiou■ ent■rpria■ ■nd ■re 
•PP■lled1 yet, the value■ nd vi ian of r■liglou■ attitude■ ■re prv■■iv■ 
■nd in■■capllbl■• Yau h■ve hare th■ explanation af' the lrrellglaua J■w■ who 

I 
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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 solidarity 

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 end 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 and form; or he may have joined, 

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

civic religion. 

What's a civic religion. 
I. 

When cultural anthropologists and sociologists describe a civic re-

ligion, they mean a body of assumptions which enjoy wide-spreed agreement and 

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

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 _dealinga with each other. The key words here are "assumption" end 

"widespread agreement." Religion involve• these two elements: a set of 

conviction• about the meaning and promise _oF life which gain currency in a 

group which proceeds to shape the aoaial order and ita culture around them • 
• 

Observers describe thi• civic religion a■ a secular humanism which 

affirm• ■ public faith centered on ■n ethical humanism: the autonomous indi-. 
vidu■l, the Bill of Right■, public welfar■ and human brother-hood. The viaion 

i ■ of• hunan• republic• t■blillh•d in Ju■tice. The commandment■ are tho■e 

of ■oci■l ■.-vice. The hollda~• are th• Fa&.rth or July, th• ■econd Tue■d■y 

in Nav-ber ■ ..-.~aft -~ • • ■r■ t:he Lincoln 

I 
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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, comp,tition and live and let live. In 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 successful 

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 saints 

hang high in ceremonial halls. Mausoleums which contain the body of the 

patriarchs are objects of pilgrimage. A consecrated scripture is interpreted 

officially and those who _queation received dogma are condemned as heretica. 

Books are censored • . D~ly t~• official truth may be preached. The formation 

of a person•• Faith i ■ carefully ■uperviaed in parochial achools by a zealous 

clergy. There i even ■ me ■i■nic promise: the great day when the contra

diction■ or hl■tary will be re110lved ■nd the ■ge of cl■■■l••• joy will envelop 

th• earth. 

Once upon ■ ti• 1n &.rope there were only Chri ■tl■n■, ■ few Jewa and 

I 

I 
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a few backwoods tribes still caught up in animistic rites which civilized 

folk denounced as 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 Theravada Buddhism and the Confucian tradi

tion they began to recogni~e that not all 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 o~ that group: their p~ticuler 

understanding of the meaning of life, their teaching of how the limitations 

of mortality and the contradicti~ns of h~story can be transcended, and their 

formulation of the obligations of redemptive 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 as 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 bio

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

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

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

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

Entitled The God That Failed, this study suggested that in moat cases those 

who gaYe up on Marx had Found the need to convert Formally to another con

firmatory theology, uau■lly one a■ ab■oluti ■t and uncompr-omi ■ing •• the highly 

structe..red and authoritarian tradition they h■d abandoned. 

Certain peraon■lity type■ h■v■ ■n u--gent need rar doctrine to be spelled 

I 
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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 oF a 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, thereFor e, subject to the law oF 

our nature which is that sanity requires a rede eming 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 understood in the context oF Israeli liFe. The issue is a political, 

not a religioua, one. The lo-dati oppose the current arrangements which 

give rabbinic authorities control over the . laws of personal status end believe 

in the separation of synagogue and state. Not surprisingly, a number of 

active and afFiliated synagogue Jewa are lo-dati. If I lived in Israel I 

would be among them. 

Aren't• large number of Iarael'• Jewish citizen• actually non-religious? 

Our cou■in■ vi ■ited u■ recently. They h■d not been in ■ eynagogue ■inc• they 

left E&.rope twenty year ago ■nd ware not int■re■ted in going to ■ervicea 
-

with u■• Ju■t •• thre 1• n A 1o■n o1via religion, thar■ 1 ■ ■n Ia-■■li 

civic religion whl h • ■■nlNI ar paoplehood, th• Bible . , 
•• • n■tt.r■l 
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Amos and Jeremiah, the holiness of Jerusalem, and the traditional calendar 

of Sabbath and the holidays. Synagogues are seen as places where an old God 

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

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

shaped history, peoplehood and Zion redeemed in justice as 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. Piety is simply taking the ·· 

spiritual teachings of one 1 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 purely 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 chaos. Our dependence on a religious system, 

the symbols and symbol systems which confirm our sense of order, is decisive 

in maintaining 01..r composure and balance in the Face oF liFe's challenges, 

so much so that any challenge to these assumptions creates tension and 

anxiety. 

Ia that why I can never have an easy conversation with non-Jewish 

Friend• about religion? The que■tion wa■ rhetorical. 

The camp loud pe■kar craclclled with ■ call to ■port■• I ■aked them to 

think ovar ■ p.-■gr ph Prom George S■nt■y■n■'• Ae■aon In Aeligion: "Every 

living and healthy rellglan h■■ • m■rk■d ldla■yncr■cy. It■ power can■iat■ 

in it■ apaal■l ... a ----- ••-.a• ■ncl ln tha bl■■ wh1ah th■t revelation 

• 

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

it or no - is what we mean by having a religion.'' Religion is. The 

question we must face is whether my religion is worthy. 

' I 

ti 



' 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. r 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 or his medium and transcends them. The parent who 

keeps his child out or 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 or a religious tradition or proved quality; but, since emotional growth 

requires the sense or high purpose and bracing moral challenge religion 

provides, his child will Find a substitute For whet he is denied end a pop 

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

I used to suggest that an inrormed decision was wiser then one based 

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

Now I _1 simply obser,ve that such children may not have to shed a Jewish imprint, 
' 

but they probably will have to shed the imprint of the rather coarse and 

self-indulgent materialist a"d hedonist cult&.re ·whose values are conse-

crated on the television they watch every Sabbath morning and moat other time1 

I'm puzzled. I wa■ told that religion we■ what• person doe• with 

hi• loneline••• 

Som■one quoted Alrr■d North Whitehead to you and thi• 1• • c■ae where 

■ rin■ logician w■■ guilty or impr■ci ■ian. Faith 1 ■ what• peraon doe• 

• . 
with hi■ lan■llne••• · Faith 1• 01.r priv■t■ ■pprapri■tion or ■nd commitment 

f 
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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 your 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 1binding 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 of coming alive 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 present on various ~ccasions, including a Yem Kippur 

service in a small North AFrican synagogue. The worshippers were in white • 

• 
The chant waa minor-keyed and repet•tive. The congregation moved with an 

hypnotic away which swept the worshippers out of themselves and clearly 

took them beyond ordinary Feelings and thoughts. I am sure people have 

■enaed the nuninou■ in~ May Day parade or a Nurenberg Rally or an AFrican 

. 
tribal dance. In each ca■e the moment i• special ■nd the muaic and rit~al 

di ■tinctive; emotion■ rlow and the participant■ feel confirmed and consecrated. 

Jew■ u•• Keduat,a, holin•••• •• o&.r p_.ception of the numinou■• 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 Red 

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

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

presents to us a sense of divinit~ which will not e~alt 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 feet ~hat you say 'I believe• does not validate what 

you believe in. 

Some identify redemption/salvation, the feeling that we are living 

significantly and in tune with the universe, with the promise of life in the 

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

promise may be long life, health 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 

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

of permanent value; and since we are by nature social beings, our redemptive 

vision inevitably involves othera: family and community. History makes 

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

Mohammed; but, inevitably, other■ lll'"'e caught up in it, and• religion 

emerge■• 

A voice from the lawn. Why mu■t my faith envolve ■ynagogue■ and public 

ritea? Th• r■at th■t th• rel1g1ou■ lire h•• t■k■n an• public r■ce: tribal 
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rites, public sacririces, the procession or 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 perrorms a number or crucial Functions. It oFFers con-

gregation, an end to loneliness; calendar, a set or eFFective reminders or 

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

exist because we are social beings whose ideas and Feelings are both rerined 

and strengthened by being shared. 

The medieval world ended when people beg~n 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 or the modern world, Freedom and autonomy 

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

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 or the state at its beck and call, that power can be both 

dangerous and 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. 

Wha~ ·-ab0ws ·:.·doc1:1r.tnas ... Howgcari ·I bbeestly aFFirm articles or faith . , 

with which ·1 do not concur? 

Religious bodies orten Formulate a culture's doctrines end teachings 

and these formulae are never more than an approximation of what moves in the 
. 

heart• or the Faithful. Catechisms are no diFFerent From any eet o~ ideaa 

-- - -
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which attempt to express feeling, hope, a vision, an awareness of ultimate 

meaning, which is t9 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~fining. 

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. SL.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 sees nothing wrong with the 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 wh.ich did not trust its own judgment. Modern men has 

no alternative. 

I am not arguing that Jewish history does not have dark patches. By 

definition, a religious culture ia a very human enterprise. No tradition 

escapes politicfzation, obscurantism arid Fanaticism. Religious ideas are 

powerFul potions and one can drink to excess. The Fact that someone or some 

group has religiou■ aut~ority does not make them immune to the temptations 

and corruption ·ot= power.· The Bible contains some bitter language directed 

by the like■ of Amo■ and Jeremiah against the prieata and Temple leader■ oF 

ancient I..-ael. We have no doctrine aF rabbinic inF■llibility • 
. 

Th■ i ■■u■ or coercion i• ■ diFficult an■• Th.-■ need ta be rule■• 
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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 and 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 cremion of a just society? The Torah 
. 

contains a vision of God and a day of worship a n d 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 weights 

and just measures, a carefully organized judicial system. A vital religious 

culture cannot help but have significant social impact. 

But why is religion 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 leaders like Martin Luther 

King led the early struggle for racial justice or that rabbis like Stephen 

Wise and my father led the strugg.le for e Jewish State in America? 

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

What about the separation of Church and State? 

It depends how you define politic■. No religious body ought to align 

itself with the narrow ambitions oF a politician or political party; but when 

it come to t10ci ■l policy anvalving 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 

lire, 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 life with his wife and sons. He was com

manded to leave Eden for Egyp~ and duty. 

I once visited 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 Holim, society for the care of the sick; Hevreh 

Kaddisha, bur~al eoaiety. The welfare of the community was the business of 

the commun~ty. Clearly, not only was community a primary and sustaining 

fellowship, but the tradition encouraged the concept oF a welfare state. No 
I 

nonsense about the ' shiftless poor. The folk who worshipped here often spoke 

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's giver might well 

be tomorrow's recipient. 

There was unhappiness on the lawn. Institutions are not in good 

repute. I had spoken a good word for the synagogue. For some, institutions 

stand in the way of "doing my own thing" and are part of the conspiracy of 

the privileged cl••••• or parenta to make me conform. 

Another vole■ from below: All religioua inatitutiona have feet of 

clay. A■bbl ■ ■nd pri ■■t■ aren't ■■int■• 

You'll g■t na _..g..,.■nt from m■ ar Jud■iam. Th■ ■ynagogu■ ha• never 
. 

been a-e■t•d with fe■r and It' ■• There 1• na 

. - -----
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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 synagogue is an 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 -:-th~Y ehould 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: 

priests and prophet alike, they all act falsely" (Jeremiah); and this right 

has been freely, even at times excessively, exercised. Rabbis are not spoiled 

by automatic deference. Institutions are made up of fallible folk like our-

selv~•• and operate in the confusing world which is where we live. The dream 

is clean, Free of compromise. 

so gentle contradiction■• 

Reality ia dusty and Full of gentle and not 

Without• vi ■ion the religioua liFe could not be compelling or redemp

tiv■, but wh■n •• think ■bau~ religion only in _ethereal term■, no realistic 
. . 

th1nk1~ ■bout II001■1 Ju■tia■ of' ■p1r1tu■1 growth can t■k.• place. A religious 
• 
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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 our 

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_ and surprising word." You're making 

religion sound Fairly natural. I've always thought oF the religious teach-

ing as surprising. God surprised 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 thi·ng as a wholly reasonable Faith. Faith is a 

personal response to need. Religion is a precipitate of' the needs of' many. 

Af'ter we have the Faith we may reason about it. If' Faith is not tq run away 

with ua and become that monstrosity we call Fanaticism, we must reason about 

it, but at tne ba■e of ■very Faith and every religion lies a set of' axioms, 

improvable a■■unptian■ ■bout human dignity, human worth, love, society, 

value, 00n■cl0u11n■■■, p1.rp0 e, the futa.re, life or death, .what lie• beyond 

the gr■v■• 

A■ligiaua qu■■tian■ are not 0001 que■tlon■ which are ■■ked calmly and 

■n■--ed dl■p■-■ia,,.1:■ly. Th..-■ 1• tremendou■ p■ychic energy behind the 

.. 
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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 or Europe's Jews. Surely, 

he would shake his head sadly over the long chronicle or people penned into 

a ghetto, maqe to wear a badge which declared them as pariahs, and repeatedly 

beaten and massacred by Crusader and Cossack. IF I were 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 arter baptism as beFore? Had they been baptized they would have eur-

. 
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 or 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.remain a Jew, and so 

it happened. Those who converted were segregated out as New Christians and 

welcomed to the not-so-king ministration■ oF the Inquisition. Some remained 

Jews out oF political calculation, but moat held Fast because they could not 

have lived with themaelve iF they had done otherwise. 
r 

To convert would 

have been to d■ny ■ll oF the teaching■ which they Felt/knew to be redemptive 

end to adopt ■ ••tor ■-cr■d ■ymbol ■ which did not carry the ·nece■sery re■■t.r-

-
r■nc■ with th.,., ta giv■ up their ■en■■ oF dignity, th■ir ••n•• of pLrpa■e, 

I 

their ao ldenc■ ln God' ■ r■ward - ■11 th■t had •••nlng For th■111 ■nd g■v■ 

11v •• 
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You smile, but are we that different? If our veunted security, 

prosperity and power were to disappear, if suddenly we were ruled 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 hapl.ess 1 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, Christianity, 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 rituals which provide coherence and a sense of 

sanctified purpose to communicants. Each is a ~eligion and, obviously, 

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 some consequence 

what tradition you affiliate with and what your group doea with the traditions 

they inherit. 

Why? Everyone has a right to believe what they want to believe. 

You cannot stop a person from believing errant nonsense, but religions 

impact significantly on their communicants and must be judged by the■e con-

, sequencea. Pragmatic judgment■ can be made, indeed, muat be made. A religious 

tradition, like Naziillffl which excite■ the blood lu■t, feed■ en - imperi■liat . 

national ego, l■ud■ ■ raci ■t myth ■nd ■ubordin■te■ men to ■ Feuhrer clearly 

i ■ parniciau■ • A r■llgiau■ tradition like Jud■i ■m, which ■nca&.rage■ morel 

di ■c1p11ne, 11aa1■1 Juatia■, th■ cultlv■tian af th• mind, ■n individual'• 

h•• much t!a ~11u11aer.t 



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 or heaven as a restricted subdivision. 

Some years ago a campaign was sponsored 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 or other distinguishable ecclesiastical roor lines. In 

point oF Fact, it matters a great deal with what religion you aFFiliate and 

also with what group within the religious polity. The religion oF the 

Crusaders was the same, yet quite diFFerent, From that oF Francis oF Assissi. 

Liberal Judaism diFrers in emphasis and assumption From the ultra-orthodox 

'oF Israel who hurl an~themas at deviationiste 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 and le-havdil Martin Luther King were ministers in 

the Civil Rights Movemen~; or the Jonestown commune and le-havdil an Israeli 

kibbutz ere rural utopian commune■• One muat constantly make le-havdil judg-

menta in religioua matter■ • When the People's Temple, Rev. Jones• ill-Fated 

chLrch, began in Indi■napoli• it began ■a a community oF dedicated Folk who 

believed in participatory democracy, integration and utopian communian, ideas 

v.-y much in line with th■ t■n■t■ or mainline Prote■tanti ■m' ■ ■ocial gospel • 
. 

A■ that group •av■d theolagic■lly ■nd geogr■phic■lly, it w■■ worth• member's 
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life 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 of this church but, caught up in a culture which automatically 

accords approval to anything labeled religion, they sought to 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 

which involve people and traditions of which the society does not approve: 

the Meanies, the Church of 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 

difference between a cult and a religion is not the distinction between a 

beneficial 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 most who are affiliated with the mainline congregations or with 

the various civic religions Filter religious commitment.through a grid of 

prudence. The Talmud aages sometimes warned: "Be not righteous overmuch." 

Cults have emerged in every religious tradition and in every age be

cause there are alway■ those who are not satisfied with Familiar . institutional 

forms which are, they hold, alway■ being compromised because they cater to 

the spiritual limitation■ of ordinary people. Like aun •p~ta, culta signal 

an eruption of apiritual energy: 110metimee there are mare eruptions and some

time■ l•••• but thar■ 1 alway■ an outflow of power from the ■aa.rce. Whenever 

the ••1n11n• 12-lldltlon• oaol dawn, or when■var th■ eoolety 1• convul■ed, culta 
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appear bearing a compelling dream, demanding a transvaluation 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 

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 cotrtesies 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.·f I don't act now wor as we as re 1.g1.ous 1.n eras s. 

it will be too late'. Most of us feel that the world will go on whatever we 

do religiously and that our 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 generations make of their inheritance. Some are better, some 

worse, but all auFFer From all the dangers associated with excess and zeal. 

Judaism haa not been immune to zealous excess. The messianic cult of the 

Sabbatean■ come ta mind; but untrammeled zeal has never been held up aa an 

ab110lute virtue. The mind ha■• major role to play. The _ Tor■h tr:•dition 

reFu■ed to exalt ■pant■neity or Feeling or ■ r■dic■l ■nti-r■tianaliam. No 

theology wa■ Ju■tlfied preci■ely becau■■ it ■■■med patently ab•~d •. Accord-
. 

ir,g to acriptu-■, "only fool■ acorn wllldo• ■nd dlaciplin■" (Prov. 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 arrirmations about lire, 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 as a divine girt. 

Among the petitions or 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 or 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 Yem Kippur 

the story or God's demand that Abraham sacririce 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 secririce? I wouldn't 

call his act balanced or sane. 

The Protestant theologian and early existentialist, Soren Kierkegaard, 

in his classic book, Either/Or, used this story to illustrate his contention 

that the man of faith must be prepared to put aside not only family feeling 

but his sense of morality when he hears the commanding voice. Kierkegaard 

held that the demands of faith are unconditional and that the way of salva

tion required a total commitment ta the spirit of God a■ it moved within the 

human ■oul. Th■ beli■var mu■t be prepared to ri■k all: r■mily, aecurity, 

pa itian. Thar■ i ■ high dram■ in bold commitment; but,•• you rightly ■ugge■t, 

., . 



35 

you can become a danger to yourselr and others. Kierkegaard calls this 

attitude "a teleological suspension or 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 crucirixion story. Our tradition looked on the Akedah 

as a once and only event, which Forever changed the course or human bbstory. 

Jesus' death presumedly atoned For Adam's sin and opened the way or 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 wh~ch 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 or sins we are reminded that repentance 

and salvation are available, in part because or Abraham's spiritual heroism, 

Were it not for the covenant we would not know what is right or be oonrident 

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 

measured up to the test, Abraham merits for himselr end his heirs a special 

relationship with God and out of that relationship comes Judaism's special 

promise. The conclusion of this story is the message. The son need not be 

sacrificed. Life is not hopeless. A st.rrogate is made to appear, a ram, 

caught by its horns in the nearby thicket. According to popular folklore, 

after Abraham aacriFiced the ram, its horns were hidden and . will remain so 

until they they are aounded to announce the meaaiah. One of the Talmudic 

aage■ wa■ ■eked: why do we ■ound the ■hoFar on Yam KippLr? Hi• answer 

■ugge■t■ preci■ely thi■ redenaptive pawar1 God ■-id, 'blow the ■hofar that 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 yourselves 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 religfous 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,1. 

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 

desc~ibed Aristotle's rule as the perfect out for the ~espectable, middle-aged 

who use its cautions to repress the ardours and enthusiasms oF the young. If 

redemption depends on sacrificial living can I be satisfied with the rule of 

cautious prudence? Judaism has and has had its fanatics. Some we revere: 

Jeremiah, Akiba, Eliezer Ben Yehudah. Others we are less certain of: Daniel, 

Shabbatai Tzvi, the NetLrei Kart■• Again, it's a case of by their deed■ 

shall you know them. 

Ta many th• energy which ■Lrge■ around and within ■ny religion i• • 

di ■turblng. But it'• there b■c■u•• religion 1 ■ not• child'• game or mere 
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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 we add the materialist ideologies to the list of world 

religions we can see that this has been a remarkable religious century featLr-

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 self-discipline and passion. If our fanatics have rarely put 

others to the sword this may be explained by the fact that we, a minority, 

were not allowed to do so. Since power corrupts, 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. 

di~ficult choices to make. 

We have 




