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feelings, or even because our Reform 
theology is neat and pristine. Indeed, I 
often think that the Reform movement 
has spent too much time tidying up our 
theology. Men do not breathe pure 
oxygen or drink pure alcohol. For my 
part the Union Prayer Book need not 
be theologically or philosophically con­
sistent-the Siddur certainly was a theo­
logical hodgepodge. What it must be, 
and is not, is electric and captivating. 
Among a passionate people abstractness 
and aridity are deadly sins, and a people 
without passion already has one foot in 
the grave. Jews will remain Jews for the 
sake of Israel, to spite a hate-filled 
world, to strengthen the significant in­
stitutions of a visibly useful community, 
to join a vigorous search for a contem­
porary philosophy, to enjoy a colorful 
pattern of celebrations, to add one's 
sacrifice to a sacred history; to sense, 
however indistinctly, that they are 
partners with God in the work of crea­
tion or because they believe that there 
are legends still to be made; but not 
for the sake of a neat syllogism or a 
finely spun moralism or even because 
their rabbi makes a fine appearance at 
the local Rotary. When the liturgy 
speaks of Torah as our life and our 
longevity, il''~' iiiNi il"M, it refers not 
to the scroll or its columns of text or the 
latest scholarly emendation but to the 
world become the context-the structure 
-of a God serving community. Saad­
yah said as much when he wrote "Israel 
is a people only by virtue of the Torah," 
and the mystics underscored this argu­
ment with their famous observation 
"God, Israel and the Torah are one." 

In my youth the Jewish people were 
a reality. As I grew older Judaism as a 
body of wisdom and a way of sanctifica­
tion became increasingly significant. I 
came to recognize that the Torah pro­
vided me with a frame of reference 
against which to weigh the various poli­
tical and philosophical gospels of the 
day. When men cried, "The State's the 
thing, Central Planning is the way, The 
individual is nothing," I, unconsciously, 
recalled reading with my Hebrew teach­
er the story of Nathan pointing his finger 
at King David. Later, when men en­
couraged me to believe that the world is 
an utterly ugly place and life a hapless 
enterprise, I was so busy recruiting spe­
cialists for the H aganah, that I uncon­
sciously dismissed black pessimism and 
latched on to Zechariah's image of Is­
rael as a prisoner of hope. The Holo­
caust shattered my innocence and took 
me beyond tears. Zionism shattered my 
despair and took me beyond laughter. 
The faith shattered my contemporaneity 
and took me beyond cynicism. The 
world, as I know it, is a cold and bruis­
ing place. Judaism and Jewish People, 
as I know them, have helped me to 
accept this world and to sense a hope 
beyond futility, a power beyond the 
obvious confusions and a spirit beyond 
the mechanical passage of time. I do 
not dismiss or hold insignificant the 
value of our literature as an inducement 
to be or to remain a Jew, but I know 
that in my experience the consciousness 
of a vibrant people preceded my con­
sciousness of the value of the tradition. 
illt'Yl preceded Y~lt'l. Revelation re­
sided within the deed itself. 
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Theological discussion has provided 
useful perspective. Unlike Dr. Kaplan, 
I believe, we must wrestle with such 
concepts as mission and covenant, if 
only to gain the mental exercise which 
is so necessary to the critical spirit and 
offers some hope that we choose our di­
rection and our means wisely. But the 
fact remains, that Judaism as a bare 
skeleton of theological concepts or as a 
neat set of disembodied moralisms can 
not survive. Life is with people. Ordi­
nary people will not give apologetics the 
time of day. They react to felt needs and 
self evident causes, to Medinat Yisrael, 
rather than to the mission of Israel. 

Israel as a rallying point is not a full, 
or even adequate, program for Jewish 
survival. The Diaspora has urgent busi­
ness which ranges from the physical 
relief of Soviet Jewry to the spiritual 
relief of our affluent neurotics, from a 
war on Amaratzut to disarmament 
treaties among the several denomina­
tions and many organizations. Just to be 
alive today is to be surrounded by ur­
gencies. What we need are imaginative 
strategists and spiritual architects who 
will not only preach and give personal 
witness, but sculp the institutions and 
organize the crusades which can make 
an organized Jewish community clearly 
visible and manifestly busy at useful 
tasks. 

Our question really is "What does one 
gain by commitment?" One gains the 
m,i~:, ;,y and the O'~lV ni::l,~ ;,y, 
an opportunity of participating fully in 
a special history, of obeying fully a 
unique discipline, and of relating fa­
miliarly to a specific literature. Com-
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mitment is a pasage from ideas to iden­
tification; from analysis to affirmation; 
from being an observer to the excite­
ment of the game. Take an old and wise 
tradition, place it in a foreboding yet 
auspicious age, align its institutions to­
wards effective response to the chal­
lenges of the day; and I believe you have 
answered 'Why be a Jew' on both a 
psychological and philosophical level. 
The tradition is useful and usable. It 
reveals its truth in the event itself. 

I have asked and tried to answer the 
question : "What can the survival of the 
Jewish people mean for us?" I have not 
asked: "What meaning does the survival 
of the Jewish people have for the 
world?" I have not done so for a num­
ber of reasons. ( 1) I do not know. "God's 
ways are not our ways." The far mys­
tery and the far meaning are His. Per­
haps in some way we do testify to His 
greatness. Certainly a stone dropped in 
a pond creates ripples which reach the 
farthest shore though no human eye can 
follow forever the widening rings. But 
I just don't know. (2) Our world is a 
'show me' world; and I doubt such in­
fluence, even if true, could be shown. 
As an historian, I recognize the diffi­
culties implicit in providing any incon­
trovertible description of the intellectual 
or cultural impact of one specific group 
upon another. Claims are easy to assert, 
but difficult to substantiate. Would 
Israel's monotheism have spread if the 
surrounding cultures had not been mov­
ing towards a unified concept of nature 
or life? ( 3) I do not think the question 
particularly important. That which sur­
vives proves itself worthwhile by whole-



■ 

62 SILVER: Beyond the Apologetics of Mission 

some survival. A community which can 
adapt to an environment and shape its 
environment, i.e., create a distinctive 
healthy way of life, has proven its worth. 
( 4) Do I overlook II Samuel 7 : 23-4; 
Hosea 2: 21 ; Malachi 3 : 6 and Jeremiah 
32: 40's talk of an eternal covenant? I 
do not. I believe these men believed 
implicitly in the longevity of the Jewish 
people. I also know that other biblical 
writers conceived that the covenant was 
provisionary and revocable. "If ye be 
willing and obedient, ye shall eat the 
good of the land; but if ye refuse and 
rebel, ye shall be devoured by the 
sword." (Is. 1:20) 

Israel has both a proud discipline and 
a vision of the Kingdom of God on 
earth. We do our thing by supporting our 
communities and working in the larger 
context. With us it has always been both, 
and not, either/or. The Zionists, cul­
turists and the ritualists among us, have 
been no less active in the war on pov­
erty, the Civil Rights movement, nor the 
peace movement, than some of our 
rather prissy universalists who have 
tended to hold the distinctive and spe­
cial elements of .T ewish life ging-erly and 
at arms len~th. We are called to be a 
kingdom of priests and a holy nation, 
not a community of Don Quixotes wear­
ing the colors of every crusade but our 
own. I often think in this connection of 

God's founding mandate: "For I have 
known him (Abraham) to the end that 
he may command his children and his 
household after him, that they keep the 
way of the Lord, doing righteousness 
and justice." (Despite our brotherhood­
niks) particularism and narrowness of 
spirit are not synonymous. Certainly the 
deliberate denial of peopleness and 
uniqueness by some of our familiars has 
not increased noticeably their saintliness. 

What is our thing? 
To be an Am Se gulah-the Jewish 

people. 
In what does our thing consist? 
In encountering the past as a Jewish 

accomplishment, the present as a Jew­
ish reality, the future as a Jewish possi­
bility. Being Jewish is a dynamic con­
cept dominated by a category of becom­
ing, Aliyah; disciplined by a dynamic 
category of wisdom, Torah; and devoted 
to a dynamic category of belief in God 
and the unity of meaning. 

Will the Jewish people survive? Here 
I confess to an innocent and unshattered 
faith that God wills our survival. 

A Sabbath School class was being told 
of Elijah's death. The whirlwind, the 
heavenly horses, the fiery chariot were 
described vividly. In the back of the 
room one child said to the other 
"Wouldn't you be afraid of such a ride?" 
"Not if God were driving." 
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